Neal O. Thorpe

Memorial Service of March 13, 2010
In offering my thoughts here, I thank Neal for the honor of speaking of his life.  I have done some gathering so this is not my perspective alone.
Neal Thorpe:   a scholar, a saint, and a wise humanitarian
To appreciate the scope and scale of Neal Thorpe’s life and his work over the last 20 years or so, a glimpse of the Murdock Charitable Trust lends a context and a framing, within which we knew him, and by which we can more fully appreciate the breadth of his life.  Under Neal’s leadership the Trust granted about $375 million to hundreds of non- profit organizations working in and for the Pacific Northwest.
Once, when asked about the Trust and his role there, Neal said, “I am simply the conductor, and all I have to do is give the downbeat.”   Now, if anyone believes that, let me help with changing your mind.  

Philanthropy, grant-making, at this level requires  complex and detailed systems for receiving, tracking, and evaluating organizations; and for investing, and staffing to support such work.  While he was successor to the solid work of Sam Smith, a friend whom he respected and admired, it was Neal who developed much of the present modus operandi – it was difficult, detailed, thoughtful, relentless, and visionary work. 
So, let’s go back to the man himself, and allow me offer a short list of competencies, epithets, and titles:
Husband, Father, Grandfather

Christian
Researcher, Scientist, Author

Gentleman, Mentor, Friend
Philanthropist, Visionary, Leader, Facilitator
Scholar, Executive Director, Trustee
Norwegian

Comedian, Farmer, Musician
Aviator, …and Pilot

Ordained Elder, Follower of Christ 

Grandfather, Father, and Husband

All of these are without adjective and superlative, but are, simply, facts of Neal’s life.  What a life!  We don’t have time here today to recount a myriad of modifiers, but I cannot resist a few from myself and others:
The finest gentleman I ever knew

A wise leader

A gem, one seldom finds in a lifetime

A life-changing friend

A thoughtful, patient person

One larger than his presence

An uncommon visionary

A man of passion for science

An ecology of wisdom

Neal was a man endowed with great talents, blessed with a remarkable mind, and devoted to practicing lofty passions.  Chief among his passions were three:  

His family: Kay, Lisa, Heather, Peter, their spouses, and their children
His God: whom he served with a whole and earnest heart
His call: to the practical service of people
His careful investment here informed his life and his life work.  From these he developed and practiced wide-ranging interests over which he infused earnestly-sought wisdom.  Let me capture a few special priorities:
Priority: Valuing each person: 
He wanted to be one to serve others, to facilitate the other person’s work, making it less stressful and more rewarding, making it more satisfying and worthwhile, and making it more possible,… as a sizable grant will often do.  His life embodied consideration for others’ giftedness which was observed and considered. 

As he encountered those who are underserved, as he interacted with the newest receptionist, as he responded to a person of improvable grammar, as he hosted the university president, as he spoke to elected officials, as he reveled with a friend – each one felt valued and important, sure that his or her comments were heard and appreciated. 
Priority: Pursuing science and scientific research: 
Neal was a scientist, a researcher, and an author.  His Ph.D. work in physiology and organic chemistry took him to Augsburg College as a professor, but it also prepared him for greater influence within the scientific community philanthropist through whom an important and diverse body of scientific research is actively facilitated and furthered.  More, he offered innovative direction for special needs, heretofore unfunded.  Important to him were such things as boosting the hands-on science experience of high school science teachers, and assisting private colleges to augment their own science departments.  There are many other examples.
Priority: Focusing on Leadership: 

He described himself as a servant leader; he meditated on this style of leadership, and, if he aspired to any title, it may have been to this one.  Humility is an uncommon aspiration, but it was never so winsome as when worn by Neal Thorpe.  He championed the development of leaders, young leaders, women leaders, indigenous leaders, and thought leaders – and while much of this work was within the context of faith, it was never exclusively so.  Here is a story of modeled leadership: 

Last August, when in Alaska talking with two Alaska Native statesmen-leaders, they asked me about Neal and his health.  Both were somewhat estranged from their own Catholic traditions.  But using the example of Neal’s life, one defended the faith to the other.  For the one, despite his own lack of devotion, Neal’s life and work was a living example of the truth and importance of the Christian faith.

Priority: Developing organizations: 
Where he saw need, he considered how he could help meet it.  With that in mind, he regularly fostered the gathering of people of common interest with an eye to eliciting better practices.  He invited fledgling foundations to the Trust to ask any question and use any procedure that would assist their growth.  He lined up a blue ribbon team of non-profit executives to teach organizational excellence enabling attendees to better serve their own constituents.
Priority: Leading from his heart:   
While he valued a wide range of charitable work, he took particular and special joy in furthering the gospel of Christ through aviation missions including United Indian Missions, Mission Aviation Fellowship, and the Quest project where a new airplane for missionary service in remote areas was developed and brought to market.  He also had a special place in his heart for Alaska Natives and American Indians, particularly where there was a crossroads with faith.  He was once perplexed by his own failure gather a group of Native American Christian college presidents to begin a discussion of their particular needs.  I think that hurt a bit.
Priority: Following a higher calling:
As one of strong Norwegian heritage, Neal may have been a better Lutheran than a Presbyterian.  Indeed, he was a Lutheran a little longer.  But, here is a story:  
A few years ago, a Christian youth camp came to the Trust requesting a grant.  It is Trust practice to determine if a camp also includes people outside its own denomination.  So, when Neal first met these folks, he asked about this, and the director responded, “Oh yes, we take everyone, even Lutherans.”
Here at his own church, he served faithfully as an ordained elder, and filled several other critical roles.  Being naturally a quiet man, he shunned formal chairmanships, but was simply unable to hide his spiritual leadership of thought and wisdom.   
You know that Neal loved to fly.  Several times he crossed the country with Kay.  But not infrequently, Neal went to the office with weather instruments in his hands and hope in his heart.  As conditions allowed, in the late afternoon, he bade farewell to the day-to-day, and announced that he was “off to a higher calling.”  He promptly drove to the airfield and took off in his Cessna.  
Priority: Loving his family:

He loved you, Kay, and he loved each one in his family.  As friends and colleagues, we knew that well, and it was a model for us all.  Maybe we knew too much, but he told of falling in love with you, of your student days of poverty, of years on the farm riding high in the saddle of the Oliver tractor.  He regaled us with stories of tapping the maple sap, constructing the barn and the cooker, and producing the syrup.  Again and again, Kay, we saw him take your hand, look for the elevator, and chide you for your shopping expertise – of which he was a handsome beneficiary.  Here is a story:

About six years ago, the Trust trek was to Crater Lake Lodge.  Many of us were sitting outside together on the veranda.  It was time to leave the view of the deep blue and go inside for dinner.  So, as Neal approached the half-dozen stairs to go up into the Lodge, he didn’t take your hand that time, Kay - he bear-hugged you up each step.

This year, as the father of grown children, each busy with a life of their own, he wanted to thank you, his children, for a rare and enviable privilege of a very extended slumber party in the family room around his bed these last few weeks.  He considered this camp-out to be a great gift to him and brought him deep joy.  He also counted it a sacrificial gift from their families.
Well, it is time to conclude.  In recounting this small glimpse of a great life well-lived, you heard my voice, too.  To know Neal Thorpe is to be challenged to high callings. I will be ever grateful for the privilege of observing a keen mind at work, a consistent faith in action, and a life well-lived – all on a daily basis, for over twelve years.  
A letter written long ago to a church in the ancient world set a standard for Neal.  Phil 2.3-5  Do nothing from selfishness or empty conceit, but with humility of mind let each of you regard one another as more important than himself.  Do not merely look out for your own personal interests, but also for the interest of others.  Have this attitude in yourselves which was also in Christ Jesus.
While the Bible was a regular resource for Neal, poetry and proverbs from its wisdom literature offer the key to one of Neal’s hallmarks: 

Where can wisdom be found? Where does understanding dwell? God understands the way to it.  The fear of the Lord – that is wisdom.

If you look for understanding as if for silver and search for it as for hidden treasure, then you will find the knowledge of God.  For the Lord gives wisdom.

Neal Thorpe – a saint, a scholar, and a very wise humanitarian
I hope my comments are helpful in your celebration of his life.
