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Twenty-one thousand is no small number of 
people. I was one of them. I saw the faces and heard the 
voices up close and personal. When all were gathered 
together in one place, it was often loud, full of chatter, pep-
pered with laughter, and included plenty of listening and 
learning, prayer and praise. I am talking about the Synod’s 
2019 Youth Gathering, held in Minneapolis July 11-15. 
There were literally some 21,000-plus youth and adults 
gathered together in one place for worship, to receive the 
very Real. Present. God. (the Gathering theme) that comes 
to us in, with, and under the bread and wine of Holy Com-
munion as the very real and present body and blood of our 
Lord Jesus Christ for the forgiveness of sins. 

Held every three years since 1980, the LCMS Youth 
Gathering provides thousands of youth and adults the op-
portunity to come together as a community of God’s people 
to learn more about Jesus Christ, the Christian faith, and 
their Lutheran identity. During the five days of the Gath-
ering, youth spend time together in God’s Word, worship, 
service, and fellowship with others from across the Synod. 
In fact, all of your MN South District staff went over to the 
Minneapolis Convention Center to help countless other 
volunteers pack thousands of backpacks for these thou-
sands of youth. It was a joyful time celebrating our very 
Real. Present. God.

Then, only a week later, thousands of delegates from 
around the LCMS gathered in convention July 20-25 in 
Tampa, FL. I was also one of these thousands of faces and 
voices. Though not as many people as the Youth Gathering, 
there were many who gathered to work together to lead 
and direct the focus of the Synod. The convention theme 
was Joy:fully Lutheran and used  
1 Thessalonians 5:16-18, which emphasizes the exercising 
of our Christian faith through praying, rejoicing, and 
giving thanks. 

The purpose of the Synod convention is for delegates 
to worship, encourage one another, and make decisions 
to guide the next three years of our Gospel proclamation 
around the world. Among the many specific emphases 
undertaken, it was a churchly display of loving the Lord 
with all our heart, soul, and mind—and it moved not only 
the participants but also the Synod as a whole to love our 
neighbors as ourselves as we go about proclaiming the 
Good News of Christ the crucified and serving others in 
His name. 

Luke’s account of the good Samaritan in Luke 10:25-37 
portrays this same emphasis on love. It’s what I have used 

to unpack my vision for our MN South District. In this fa-
miliar parable, Jesus illustrates the kingdom of God: loving 
the Lord and loving our neighbor and giving us insight into 
our Lutheran Christian identity. 

My vision is a threefold emphasis with a theme of 
love meant to frame our life and ministry together, in this 
order:

1. Love the Lord
2. Love people
3. Love our Lutheran theology 

I encourage you to engage further by reading the 
expanded vision on our website at mnsdistrict.org. 

Jesus’ parable of the good Samaritan wonderfully 
unpacks this emphasis and gives it biblical context for our 
contemporary times. It offers guidance, not just about lov-
ing the Lord and loving others, but also about why being 
Christians of a certain stripe is especially crucial today. 

We needn’t be shy about our confession; it’s tailored 
well to target the core need of the confused and hurting 
world we live in. We love our Lutheran theology because 
of its absolute clarity regarding the centrality of the shed 
blood of Jesus Christ for the justification of sinners. This, 
of course, is the fuel for our fervor to share the love of 
Christ with others in both word and deed. I submit that 

this threefold approach to love the Lord, love people, and 
love our Lutheran theology will be a theme that provides 
our District with a sustained vitality and profound hope for 
vibrant mission and effective ministry for our times.

Yes, it has been a season of themes. But each of them 
centers upon the life that we have through our Lord Jesus 
Christ. Through Word and Sacrament, we rejoice that we 
have a very Real. Present. God., who fills our life with hope 
and forgiveness, granting us a vibrant faith that prays, 
rejoices, and gives thanks as we go about being Joy:fully 
Lutheran by loving the Lord, loving people, and loving our 
Lutheran Theology.

A season of themes
Reflecting on the 2019 LCMS Youth Gathering, 

2019 Synod convention, & a vision for our District

EACH THEME—FROM THE YOUTH GATHERING, SYNOD CONVENTION, AND DISTRICT VISION—
CENTERS UPON THE LIFE THAT WE HAVE THROUGH OUR LORD JESUS CHRIST.

Rev. Dr. Lucas Woodford is president of the MN 
South District. View his latest blog posts and what 
he’s reading at mnsdistrict.org/presidents-office. 
Email him at lucas.woodford@mnsdistrict.org.

by Lucas Woodford
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The triennial Synod convention took place in Tam-
pa, FL, over July 20-25. Delegates from around The Lutheran 
Church—Missouri Synod gathered to worship, encourage 
one another, and vote on resolutions that will guide the 
coming three years of ministry in the LCMS. 

This year’s convention theme of Joy:fully Lutheran drew 
inspiration from 1 Thessalonians 5:16-18: “Rejoice always, 
pray without ceasing, give thanks in all circumstances; for 
this is the will of God in Christ Jesus for you.” As Lutherans 
whose identities are solidly rooted in our salvation won 
through the shed blood of Jesus, we are more than equipped 
to rejoice, pray, and give thanks in all situations. 

Throughout convention, delegates voted on many 
resolutions, elected delegates to Synod boards, recognized 
fellowship with international church bodies in Africa and 
Europe, and celebrated the mercy work that is being com-
pleted throughout the world by LCMS workers, missionaries, 
and lay people. 

Saturday, July 20
For the first time, the Synod convention began with a 

servant event! Convention attendees packed 275 baskets for 
two local Recognized Service Organizations: Redeeming 
Life Outreach Ministries and Amigos en Cristo. The baskets 
included household items to be distributed to local mothers 
and their babies. 

The convention’s opening Divine Service included 
readings from Nehemiah 8, 1 Thessalonians 5, and Luke 15. 
Newly reelected President Matthew Harrison preached, re-
minding attendees that “the path to joy always runs through 
repentance.” Harrison connected the Israelites in Nehemiah 
to the prodigal son in Luke 15. He reminded attendees, “You 
are beloved. You are forgiven. You are baptized. You have 
Christ as your alm. You are absolved.” Harrison closed with 
a question, “How shall we be Joy:fully Lutheran” this week? 
“There’s nothing I can preach more profound than the Epis-
tle,” Harrison said, closing with a reading of 1 Thessalonians 
5:12-28.

Sunday, July 21
The convention recognized 125 years of LCMS interna-

tional mission efforts. Throughout the rest of the conven-
tion, presentations praised the work being done throughout 
the four regions of the Office of International Mission: 
Africa, Asia, Eurasia, and Latin America and the Caribbean.

Several committees introduced resolutions, including 
the committees on national witness, life together, inter-
national witness, pastoral ministry and seminaries, and 
church and culture. Delegates passed resolutions that affirm 
the ministry of DCEs and deaconesses, give guidance and 
encourage action on beginning-of-life issues, make disciples 
for life, and encourage faithfulness regarding marriage. 
Balloting for First Vice-President of the Synod and regional 
vice-presidents took place.

Monday, July 22
Delegates reviewed resolutions presented by the com-

mittees on university education, national witness, theology 
and church relations, structure and administration, and 
international witness. Resolutions passed addressed such 
issues as encouraging LCMS members to actively witness, 
encouraging lifelong catechesis in the home and church, and 
promoting policies that continue vigilance in child protec-
tion. Balloting for Secretary of Synod and Synod Board of 
Directors took place.

Tuesday, July 23
Committees presenting resolutions included the 

committees on church and culture, international witness, 
ecclesiastical supervision and dispute resolution, structure 
and administration, theology and church relations, and 
mercy. Delegates passed resolutions that address such issues 
as affirmation of a six-day creation account, condemnation 
of racism in all forms, care for immigrants, and resource 
development for discussions on gender identity and sexual 
orientation.

Wednesday, July 24
Wednesday’s business included review of resolutions 

presented by the committees on finance, theology and 
church relations, structure and administration, pastoral 
ministry and seminaries, retention, university education, 
and international witness. Delegates passed resolutions that 
encourage equipping of those who preach and administer the 
Sacraments, encourage support of short-term international 
mission activities, and encourage congregations to adopt a 
“1.1.1” funding model for special mission funding.

Hebrews 13:7-16 accompanied a commemoration of 
those called to glory since the previous Synod convention. 

Thursday, July 25
The final day of convention business included review 

of resolutions presented by the committees on finance and 
retention of schools, family, youth, and young adults. Dele-
gates passed resolutions to strengthen multiethnic outreach, 
revitalize Synod’s Recognized Service Organization program, 
strengthen the family as the center of discipleship, and study 
the doctrine of close(d) communion and its faithful practice 
in all congregations.

For more details about specific resolutions and election results, 
visit lcms.org/convention.

MN South District delegates
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God is our refuge and strength, 
a very present help in trouble.
Therefore we will not fear
though the earth gives way,
though the mountains be moved 
into the heart of the sea,
though its waters roar and foam,
though the mountains 
tremble at its swelling.

There is a river whose streams 
make glad the city of God,
the holy habitation of the Most High.
God is in the midst of her; 
she shall not be moved;
God will help her when morning dawns.
The nations rage, the kingdoms totter;
he utters his voice, the earth melts.
The LORD of hosts is with us;
the God of Jacob is our fortress.

Come, behold the works of the LORD,
how he has brought desolations on the earth.
He makes wars cease to the end of the earth;
he breaks the bow and shatters the spear;
he burns the chariots with f ire.
“Be still, and know that I am God.
I will be exalted among the nations,
I will be exalted in the earth!”
The LORD of hosts is with us;
the God of Jacob is our fortress.

Psalm 46
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July 11-15 saw 21,000 youth, adults, and volunteers gather 
for the 2019 LCMS Youth Gathering in Minneapolis. For the 
first time, the Gathering was held in the Midwest. Throughout 
the five days of the Gathering, participants engaged in Bible 
studies, on-site and off-site servant events, interactive centers, 
sessions, and mass events. 

Held every three years, the LCMS Youth Gathering gives 
participants from around the country and around the globe the 
chance to celebrate together the good gifts God has given us. 

The 2019 Gathering’s theme of Real. Present. God. was 
inspired by Psalm 46, with a special focus on the first verse. 
Throughout the long weekend, particpants were encouraged 
to draw comfort in knowing that God is truly with them in all 
places and at all times. The Gathering also created spaces for 
participants to share authentically about the joys and struggles 
of following God’s will in the midst of their daily lives. 

“Real. Present. God. The first time I heard the theme 
and corresponding Bible verse for the 2019 LCMS Youth 
Gathering, I was very excited to lead a group of youth to 
the event! Psalm 46:1 is a verse that has been important 
in my personal faith journey as it was my confirmation 
verse—I have it memorized and have used it throughout 
my time in ministry. Even though I thought I knew the 
verse inside and out, I saw Psalm 46:1 come alive at the 
Gathering through the Bible studies, mass events, and 
specifically in the lives of the students that attended. 

One particular high point for me, as well as the stu-
dents, was how the Bible study leaders opened up the book 
of Psalms for everyone. As adults, we often turn to the 
Psalms for comfort, strength, and direction, but students 
often turn elsewhere. It was wonderful to see students’ 
eyes open to the encouragement that can be found in 
God’s Word and watch them understand that our God is 
REAL, He is PRESENT, and He is our Creator GOD!”
Shannon Hecksel, DCE
Hosanna Lutheran Church, Mankato
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DCEs at   .

Over the course of the Gathering, 460 churches—nearly 
6,000 youth and adults—served at 72 sites throughout the Twin 
Cities Metro area. At Trinity First Lutheran School (above), 
volunteers shoveled 70 yards of new mulch onto the play-
ground and around the front gardens on Friday and cleaned 
the building inside and out on Sunday. Trinity First said their 
school “has never smelled cleaner than it does right now!”

At Southwood Early Childhood Center (below), volun-
teers, including some from New Life in Hugo, helped clean the 
school, which serves a lot of special education students.

Gathering attendees also packed 1,553,379 meals for Feed 
My Starving Children, donated 926 inches of hair, built 1,013 
kits for the homeless, and donated 463 units of blood. 

If you would like more information on any of the 72 sites to 
explore future partnerships, please contact Traci Kohls, Director 
of Off-Site Servant Event Teams, at tracileighk@gmail.com.

Service at the Gathering

What is the Gathering?
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“St. Michael’s (Bloomington) Lutheran Church Chari-
ties K-9 Comfort Dog Gideon was invited to the Gathering 
with ten other LCC K-9 Comfort Dog teams from around 
the country. Our Real. Present. God. was with us every 
step of the way. The LCC K-9s did what they do best, 
providing a gathering place of comfort and a calming 
presence for the LCMS youth, counselors, and volunteers. 

We laughed, hugged, and dried tears as these beautiful 
young people interacted with the dogs, sharing their faith 
and their stories.”
Pam Lienemann, Team Gideon Top Dog
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“For our group from St. John Lutheran in Luverne, it 
was everyone’s very first Gathering. We had no idea what 
to expect or what we were getting into. Our first day was 
rough, but we took some intentional time to stop, regroup, 
and pray about our frustrations. After placing it all in 
Jesus’ hands, everything just kept getting better and better!

Each day was full of new joys and experiences. The 
Spirit was definitely at work within our group. On Mon-
day after closing worship, we found out that our bus had 
had an issue with a broken window and was going to be 
delayed. Not a single complaint—in fact, as we debriefed 
about the Gathering while waiting for said bus, the only 
question the teens had was, ‘Do we have to go home?’

We are all so thankful for the experience we were 
blessed to have at the Gathering with our Real. Present. 
God. And we can’t wait for Houston in 2022!”
Jessica Blocker, DCE
St. John Lutheran Church, Luverne 
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    the Gathering Lumberjack experience at CSP

Did you know this was the first time the Gathering was 
held in the same area as a school in the Concordia University 
System? Concordia University, St. Paul hosted 17 districts 
(over 8,400 participants) for an interactive lumberjack 
experience at Sea Foam Stadium. 

Participants from Trinity Lone Oak, Eagan, (above) en-
joyed the food, among other things. Adult leader David Taylor 
said, “The food was delicious, and the activities were once-in-
a-lifetime. I got to throw an ax, and my youth got to try out 
logrolling—and ended up very wet!”

Two leaders from St. James, Howard Lake, (below) used 
a two-person crosscut saw to cut a slice off a pine tree. Kathy 
Stillwell (right) said the Gathering was, “refreshing for the 
soul. Now to keep that fire going!”

Beautiful Savior, Plymouth, (bottom) sent 50 youth and 
adults, who weren’t afraid to tackle the logrolling. Adult leader 
Amy Niemann said, “It was a great way to kick off the Youth 
Gathering. We enjoyed the food, the music, and especially the 
opportunity to try out ax throwing and logrolling!”

    highlights
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MN South District staff members joined many other 
volunteers on the Tuesday before the Gathering. Together, 
they helped stuff 21,000 purple backpacks for the youth 
and adult participants of the Gathering. Each participant 
received a guidebook, Bible, and bookmark in their back-
pack. 
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IN   THE 

WORD 
 INITIATIVE

Increasing biblical literacy 
& reducing congregational
conflict 

At the core of our Christian faith is the Word of God. It is the 
means by which the Holy Spirit works to call adult and child, male and female, to saving 
faith in Jesus Christ. It comes to us in oral (the Word) and sacramental forms (baptism 
and the Lord’s Supper). The Word is central to the life of the Holy Christian Church, and 
we all believe, teach, and confess that it is the power of God for the salvation of all who 
believe (Romans 1:16). Jesus Christ is the very Word made flesh (John 1:14), who was 
there in the beginning, speaking into existence all that came to be by the creative will 
of God the Father (Genesis 1-2). Jesus’ incarnation, death, and resurrection is the Good 
News at the heart of the Word of God. It is only through Jesus that “we live and move and 
have our being” (Acts 17:28). 

This is why the Word of God spoken to the Colossians through the Apostle Paul is so 
wonderfully descriptive and prescriptive. “Let the word of Christ dwell in you richly.” This 
gives us imagery and emotion for what we are to do with the Word of God and how we 
are to treat it. Much like our very own breath dwells within us and animates us for daily 
living, the Word is to dwell within us. 
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Without the Word of God, we have 
no direction, no forgiveness for sin, no 
cleansing for sin (those we commit and 
those committed against us), no hope 
for the future, no life in eternity, no 
Holy Spirit, and no Jesus. Everything 
hinges upon the Word of God.

Perhaps it is obvious, but this is 
why the number one initiative for our 
MN South District is the In the Word 
Initiative. This is the formal effort that 
aims to emphasize the very foundation 
of the Christian faith and the supreme 
importance for every man, woman, 
and child of every congregation in our 
District to be in the Word of God often 
and regularly. That is, regularly study-
ing it, meditating upon it, speaking it, 
praying it, and sharing it with others. 
In particular, this initiative emphasizes 
the Word of Christ dwelling in people 
through consistent participation in 
adult Sunday Bible class and Sunday 
school. 

Part of this initiative comes at the 
request of our District in convention. 
At our 2018 District convention, the 
voting delegates passed Resolution 
3-03, “To Establish a Task Force to 
Assess Congregational Bible Study.”

In addition to creating such a task 
force, the District staff will assist with 

church worker and congregation-wide 
surveys on congregational practices of 
Sunday Bible classes. The surveys will 
examine the level of preparation and 
participation from pastors and mem-
bers in Bible classes. 

The In the Word Initiative will 
emphasize the importance of preachers 
and teachers using the Word of God as 
the primary foundation for all preach-
ing and teaching. Pedagogy (teaching 
styles) and formulation for each setting 
will be considered. Finally, the initia-
tive will consider hearer willingness 
and readiness to engage the Word 
of God in intentional and consistent 
ways. 

Does this initiative seem silly to 
you? Shouldn’t it be a given that the 
Word of God is central to the very life 
of a congregation and stands at the 
core of daily life for her members? 

Yes.
However, in an increasingly 

pagan culture, with every kind of 
temptation competing for our time 
and attention, richly dwelling upon 
the Word of God has become all the 

more important—and is increasingly 
rare. We must consider the importance 
of having the Word of God shape the 
hearts and minds of lay leaders in our 
congregations. We should also con-
sider how it shapes the organizational 
structure and mission awareness of our 
local congregations. 

Did you know that research shows 
that nearly every conflicted congrega-
tion—those full of unrest, infighting, 
at odds with a pastor or church work-
er—are basically biblically illiterate? 

Ted Kober, from Ambassadors of 
Reconciliation, has revealed that nearly 
every conflicted congregation he deals 
with has leaders who know very little 
about the Word of God. Biblical illit-
eracy abounds in conflicted congrega-
tions. Kober offers real-life examples 
in his book Built on the Rock:

• On a board of 11 elders, no 
one knew where to find the 
Book of Romans.

• On another board of eight 
elders, only one could identify 
any of the Ten Command-
ments. Others could not even 
describe them. 

• Over half of a 14-member 
church council could not find 

the Gospel of John.
• On a school board of eight 

people, only two could find 
the Gospel of Matthew.

• When one church council 
chairman could not find Ephe-
sians, he slammed the Bible 
shut and pushed it away.

Additionally, Kober notes that 
when at least 20 percent of a congrega-
tion’s average Sunday worship atten-
dance is in adult Bible class, conflicts 
significantly decrease. This realization 
has prompted congregations to consid-
er requiring Bible class attendance for 
any lay leaders who want to serve in 
an official leadership capacity in their 
congregation. 

Realizing the rising prevalence 
of biblical illiteracy also challenges 
pastors and Bible class leaders to teach 
more clearly and engagingly so that 
participants can learn, meditate upon, 
and receive the blessings of being in 
the Word. Leaders hope that such 
intentional study will carry over into 
people’s personal study, allowing the 

Word of Christ to dwell in each person 
richly and fruitfully. Not only will 
this help each person focus on their 
own personal life of faith, but it will 
help them enthusiastically shape and 
encourage the mission and ministry of 
their local congregation. 

“Let the word of Christ dwell in you 
richly.” As Paul told the Colossians, so 
he invites each of us—pastors, teach-
ers, workers, leaders, lay members—to 
regularly study the Word of God so 
that it becomes a very part of our daily 
being.

The centrality of the Word is not a 
new concept. During the Reformation, 
biblical illiteracy was rampant—even 
among the clergy. In Martin Luther’s 
preface to the Large Catechism, he 
advises Christians to “steadily keep on 
reading, teaching, learning, pondering,  
and meditating” and not to “cease until 
they have made a test and are sure that 
they have taught the devil to death, 
and have become more learned than 
God Himself and all His saints.”

Let’s see how we are doing at 
constantly reading, teaching, learning, 
pondering, and meditating on God’s 
Word! Soon, a survey will be emailed 
to all congregations regarding Bible 
study—and everyone is invited to 

participate in this survey. Share your 
best ideas and identify needed resourc-
es. Your responses will help the In 
the Word Initiative task force develop 
ways for pastors and congregations 
to improve their Bible study practic-
es. The survey will also allow us to 
celebrate and learn from each other in 
our successes. 

And in the spring of 2020, the 
District will host a training event for 
you and your leaders. Together with 
other congregational leaders, you will 
have the opportunity to explore how 
to strengthen and grow Bible study 
participation in your congregation. 
Email Phil Johnson at phillip.johnson@
mnsdistrict.org if you’d like more 
information.

Our challenge to you is to 
have 20 percent of your 
Sunday worship atten-
dance attending at least 
one Bible study!

LET THE WORD OF CHRIST DWELL IN YOU RICHLY, TEACHING AND ADMONISHING ONE ANOTHER 
IN ALL WISDOM, SINGING PSALMS AND HYMNS AND SPIRITUAL SONGS, WITH THANKFULNESS IN 
YOUR HEARTS TO GOD. (COLOSSIANS 3:16)
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The To All Generations (TAG) fundraising appeal began in 2015 after a resolution was passed at the District Convention to 
enhance the quality of our Christian education in our congregations and schools. We praise God for the blessing this effort 
has brought to our District and will continue to bring in the future. Here are updates from past and current grant recipients, 
telling you in their own words how they hope their grant will help their ministry—or how the grant has already helped their 
education ministry.

“We are so grateful for the To All Gen-
erations grant! We used these funds to 
market and advertise our new child-
care ministry called Kingdom Kids 
Learning Center. By God’s grace, we 
went from an enrollment of four chil-
dren in October 2017 to 45 children in 
June 2019. The Lord has richly blessed 
the start of our new educational and 
Gospel outreach ministry in large part 
to your generosity. Thanks for your 
mission partnership.”

Pastor Keith Grimm and  
Director Valerie Welter
Family of Christ Lutheran Church, 
Ham Lake

“The TAG grant was such a blessing. 
We were able to get the word out 
that there are awesome Lutheran 
schools right in the neighbor-
hood. The Lutheran high school 
enrollment went up nine students 
above what was projected! We used 
these funds to help promote our 
area schools: Hope Lutheran High 
School, St. Martin’s Lutheran School, 
Immanuel Lutheran School - Silo, 
Redeemer Lutheran Preschool, and 
St. Matthew Lutheran Preschool.”

Rocky Sandcork, Principal
Hope Lutheran High School,  
Winona

“Good Shepherd Lutheran High School is thankful for 
the seed money granted by the latest TAG grant funding. 
It will assist us toward accomplishing our goal of a fall 
2020 start in the Rogers / Otsego area. The mission of 
our new District high school is to provide a Christ-cen-
tered high school focusing on a high-quality education 
in a nurturing and innovative environment designed to 
enable all learners to develop their full potential through 
a strong, caring, and supportive community where all 
are valued and respected.”

Kelly Lamkin, Board Chair
Good Shepherd Lutheran High School, Rogers / Otsego

Photo Melissa Lamkin Photo Hope LHS Yearbook Class

“Messiah Lutheran Church & 
Preschool in Mounds View is 
incredibly blessed to be able 
to expand our program for the 
2019-2020 school year. Our 
facility, with the help of very 
generous donors and the To 
All Generations grant, was able 
to expand from a 40 licensed ca-
pacity center to 62! How blessed 
we are to continue to share 
the love of Jesus with so many 
families in our community. ”

Annie Bilski, Director
Messiah Lutheran Preschool, 
Mounds View

“Immanuel Lutheran School has been blessed to receive 
support through the TAG grant, allowing us to expand 
our after-school childcare program to support and care for 
students full-time throughout the summer. Funds helped 
implement creative programming options and to enhance 
the comfort level of the facility for a nurturing, homelike 
environment. Students and families have benefited from the 
care provided in a Christ-centered childcare program. We 
are humbled by this opportunity to serve God’s children.”

Emily Anderson, Administrative Assistant & Teacher
Immanuel Lutheran School - Silo, Lewiston

Photo Annie Bilski, before and after at Messiah Lutheran Preschool
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We invite you to use this list in your personal and corporate prayers, that these leaders 
would be strengthened in their efforts to reach people with the good news of Jesus.

Your mission gifts at work

Concordia University, St. Paul Campus Ministry
Pastor Tom Gundermann & DCE Shelly Schwalm

District Prison Ministry
Dr. James Seemann

Family of Christ Lutheran Church (Rochester)
Pastor Jeff Niederstadt

Holy Cross & Our Savior Lutheran Churches 
(Austin & Brownsdale) & East Austin Immigrant 
Outreach
Pastor Gemechu Olana

LINC Twin Cities
Pastor Ben Griffin & Pastor Demelash Yoseph

Peace Lutheran Church (Robbinsdale)
Vicar Martin Cornes

Building teams, growing relationships, 
reaching our communities

Once again this year, several congregations 
from the MN South District applied for support to send a 
team to the Best Practices for Ministry Conference. The 
response to this initiative has been entirely and over-
whelmingly positive as pastors and lay leaders learn from 
others and plan their next venture in ministry beyond their 
current membership.

When asked about his congregation’s experience at 
Best Practices, Pastor Greg Schlicker of Good Shepherd 
Lutheran Church in Owatonna said the following:

“Our church has had a Local Service & Outreach team 
for several years now, so we have been actively seeking 
out ministry in our community for some time with some 
success. New ministry for us since this conference has in-
cluded the organizing of a team of drivers to bring people 
from our local detention center to church on Sundays and 
a laundry ministry where volunteers connect with those 
in need to do their laundry together and sit and talk while 
the machines hum along. We’ve also started to bless those 
who work in local nonprofits (think lunches) who provide 
us with contacts for ministry. We are able to help some of 
the people referred to us with respite care or moving help, 
with diapers, Bible studies, mentoring for moms, and other 
methods that lead to developing relationships and spiri-
tual conversations. Several in our church are on the board 
initiating a women’s and children’s shelter through which 

we are able to accomplish the same. Rather than the church 
being the sole agent seeking out those in need, it is a great 
idea to work alongside those organizations that are already 
involved. They know the people, and we can help their 
cause.”

How about your congregation? A Best Practices 
conference could be a great opportunity for your leaders to 
plan your next outreach ministry. It’s a free conference, and 
it’s open to all! Registration is open through September 25 
for Best Practices: Heartland, which will be October 9-11 
in Carmel, IN. You can find more information here: corner-
stonelutheran.church/best-practices-for-ministry-heartland.

Finally, I’m here to assist you in any way I can. Do you 
have an idea for local outreach that you’d like to explore? 
Do you have a story of local outreach efforts that you’d 
like to share? Let us share your story with others to glorify 
the work God is doing in our District and encourage other 
congregations as they seek to do the same. I’m always avail-
able via email at phillip.johnson@mnsdistrict.org.

POBLO (People of the Book Lutheran Outreach)
Nader & Georgette Alaraj, Bloomington
John & Mariam Gayed, Rochester

ReDO / Shepherd of the Valley (Hastings)
Pastor Chad Kirchoff

Remedy Church (New Church Incubator Plant #1, 
Oakdale)

Sudanese Evangelical Lutheran Mission of 
Southern Minnesota (Faribault)
Pastor Gatluk Reat

UpWorks Christian Community Development 
(Minneapolis)

Woodbury Lutheran Church (Liberty Ridge)
Pastor John Kuehne

by Phillip Johnson

Dr. Phillip Johnson, Assistant to the President, 
Mission Formation, encourages outreach 
leadership formation. Learn more about mission 
formation at mnsdistrict.org/missionformation. Email 
him at phillip.johnson@mnsdistrict.org.

2019 District-supported missions & outreach
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Missionaries in their own words

“Big things in life can start 
with small events. On June 15th, I had 
the opportunity to attend and be part 
of a henna tattoo event at Redeemer 
Lutheran Church. The gathering was 
only for Arab women and volun-
teers—a total number of 40 women, 
25 Arabic women and 15 volunteers. 
This social gathering was conducted 
by Martha and Redeemer Lutheran 
Church combined with POBLO. It was 
a great opportunity for all of us as we 
shared stories, food, and drinks from 
the Middle East. [. . .]

As a married woman from the 
Middle East, who has risen up in this 
culture, I understand the frustrations 
and disappointments of Muslim wom-
en as the majority of them don’t feel 
secure about their marriage and their 
family stability due to the permission 
that Islam has given to the husband to 
have four wives.

At my table, four women (myself 
and three Muslim women) were talking 
about this very topic. I was shocked 
when I saw them terrified and feeling 
insecure about the possibility of their 
husbands abandoning them. Because I 
was the only Christian at the ta-
ble, one of the ladies was trying to 
justify and find excuses for why 
God allowed more than one wife 
to the man. Even though she’s not 
happy about it, she was trying to 
find some logical explanations of 
the beauty of the multiple wives 
concept. I interrupted her, and 
I asked some questions about 
women in heaven (their heaven), 
where each man will have more 
than 77 virgins a day plus their 
wives. These questions led us to 
a different topic, where we talked 
about heaven and hell, the assur-
ance of heaven, and salvation. 

[. . .] In the end, one of the 
ladies got my phone number and 
asked me to meet again in private. Of 
course, I was happy about it. Four days 
later, she called me asking to meet. 
We talked about her situation and her 
husband. It was a time of counseling, 
where she needed help, and she trusted 
me enough to share her frustrations 
and fears. She needs help to overcome 
difficulties in marriage and accepting 
her husband. She is afraid of divorce 

and losing her kids. I encouraged her 
to pray for her marriage, husband, and 
kids. I also encouraged her to pray that 
God give her the strength to forgive 
her husband and, moreover, to pray for 
blessings over his life. What I advised 
her is not typical of Islamic teaching.

Our friendship and relationship 
was strengthened. At the next meeting, 
by the grace of God, I will talk about 
salvation and will share the Gospel 
with her. Please pray for her as she’s go-
ing through these difficulties in her life. 
May God prepare her heart to believe 
in Christ and to become a child of God 
by the work of the Holy Spirit.”

Mariam Gayed, POBLO, Rochester

“A wonderful group of volun-
teers, some of whom are not in the pic-
ture, from Cross View Lutheran Church, 
Edina, came together in a Christian 
act of love to utilize a large Thrivent 
grant to create kits in donated tote 
bags stuffed with home supplies. Each 
tote bag included toilet paper, paper 
towel roll, toothpaste and toothbrush, 
soap, wipes, body wash or shampoo, 
a ‘friends’ card, and other items, along 
with a professionally designed flyer 
about IFC [International Friendship 
Center] classes. Most importantly, they 
placed their love for Jesus inside these 
bags to make a difference in someone’s 
life. 

Thank you for your love, service, 
and commitment to having Jesus 
known to others, per His Command. 
And many warm thanks also to the 
entire leadership of Cross View and 
Pastors Steve and Toby for encouraging 
and promoting this effort.”

Nader & Georgette Alaraj, POBLO, 
Bloomington

“We had two walk-bys at the 
s’mores service on July 17th. A couple 
called Jason and Sarah (40s-50s) have 
just moved out of sheltered accommo-
dation, being given an apartment just 
down the road from Peace. They were 
walking past the church because they 
were in desperate need of food, having 
had nothing to eat all day—they were 
looking for a food shelf. They were ac-
tually following their GPS somewhere, 
but it kept taking them to the wrong 
place, and they walked past Peace. 
They thought they could come in and 
ask for some water, but didn’t they get 
a shock when they found us with food 
and more for them! They were so loved 
on by the group at s’mores service! 

They recognized that this had 
been such a God thing for them to 
have turned up at that time, and they 
stayed for the service. Sarah had been 
a churchgoer. Jason feels the need to 
go to church because it will help their 
relationship. They were obviously 
struck by the time of worship. When 
it came time to leave, a couple offered 
them a ride home and gave them some 
sweatshirts they happened to have in 
their car! Jason and Sarah were looking 
forward to coming back on Sunday 

and voluntarily gave their contact 
details. I told them that because 
they just moved into their apart-
ment, if there were any things that 
they needed help with, they could 
come with a small list on Sunday. 
I pointed out that we don’t have 
money, but we do have a willing 
group of people who will help out. 
Jason said that as a man, he finds 
taking charity hard. But we talked 
about how he is willing to help 
people with his tree-cutting skills 
when needed.

I was very impressed at how 
the people at s’mores service loved 
on Jason and Sarah. They were 
obviously moved and very grate-
ful, and we will be looking out for 

them to connect with them again.”

Vicar Martin Cornes, Peace Lutheran 
Church, Robbinsdale

Cross View volunteers created tote bags 
for POBLO missionaries to distribute.

“I ENCOURAGED HER TO PRAY 
FOR HER MARRIAGE, FAMILY, 
AND KIDS.”

“THEY RECOGNIZED THAT THIS 
HAD BEEN SUCH A GOD THING.”
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In a 2015 District-wide survey, over 550 MN South District 
congregational members—from pastor to pew—identif ied 
specif ic concerns affecting their ministry. “Where we 
go from here” is a new series that helps congregations 
brainstorm ways to address these specif ic concerns.
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When you think of ways to involve your community 
in your church, what comes to mind first? 

The annual church picnic. Monthly community meals. 
Summer service projects. Jam-packed Christmas Eve ser-
vices.

Pastor Jon Kuehne starts smaller. As the associate pastor 
at Woodbury Lutheran Church’s new church start Liberty 
Ridge, Pastor Kuehne is intentional about finding new ways 
to draw the community into the life of the congregation. 

It starts with a personal invitation.
He shares how reaching out to the community can be a 

meaningful gesture between two individuals. Community 
outreach doesn’t have to be a big, long-planned event or 
extravagant social gathering (though those do have their 
place). 

“A first-time guest came with a friend on Easter Sun-
day. She works at a local coffee shop. As she was leaving, 
I had a chance to catch her and ask her if she had gotten 
a gift card (since we were giving five-dollar gift cards for 
a local business to first-time guests). I didn’t realize it, 
but the card was to the place where she works. She didn’t 
say anything about it. Just told me thank you and that it 
had been a really positive experience for her. 

On Tuesday, someone from our staff was at the coffee 
shop and struck up a conversation with her. Finding out 

that they worked at Woodbury Lutheran Church, she 
excitedly shared her experience from Liberty Ridge. She’s 
not sure what she believes and has attended some Chris-
tian churches in the past with no real connections. When 
asked if she would go again, she said that she would go if 
someone invited her. As you might guess, she was invited 
on the spot.

I see it every week and can’t stress it enough. Person-
al invitations matter the world to people, and they are 
the easiest way we can invite people to come as they are 
and experience Jesus.”

Congregations   like yours might not always have the 
time and resources to pour into exciting events that grab the 
attention of the nearby community. And those events are in 
no way guaranteed to truly welcome people into the life of 
your congregation. 

So how do we welcome people into the life of our 
congregations? First, we need to agree on what the life of the 
congregation is. Word and Sacrament are at the heart of our 
ministry as Lutherans. Those two pillars are clearly displayed 
during weekly worship. 

Weekly worship is where we receive the Word and 
Sacrament to encourage and strengthen us in our faith walk. 
It’s where we gather with our faith family to remember the 
sacrifice of Christ and the faithfulness of God our Father. 
What better picture is there of the life of our congregations 
than the gathering of believers for Divine Service? 

Our long-term vision of involvement in the life of our 
congregations should include Bible study and other ministry 
involvement. But we have to start somewhere. 

Let’s start by inviting people to worship.
This week, invite a friend, coworker, family member, or 

stranger to join you at church on Sunday—or whatever day 
you worship. Your personal invitation could be the one thing 
they’re waiting for. 

Survey responses to the statement “Our congregation effectively uses events and 
social gatherings as opportunities for us to meet new people in the community and 
invite them to participate in the life of our congregation.”

Many congregations are unsure how to use events and social gatherings as 
opportunities to meet new people in the community and invite them to participate in 
the life of their congregation.

Invite one person to church

Sarabeth Marcello manages online and print 
communications for the District. Email her at 
sarabeth.marcello@mnsdistrict.org.

THEREFORE WELCOME ONE ANOTHER AS 
CHRIST HAS WELCOMED YOU, FOR THE GLORY 
OF GOD. (ROMANS 15:7)
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