LATVIA TRIP SUMMARY, 2006 TRIP


I took the theme for this trip from Frank Peretti’s blockbuster novels, This Present Darkness and Piercing the Darkness.  In these two powerful novels, Peretti sets out the battle between angels and demons over the world with humans in the middle of the war.  What turns the tide is simple.  When the saints of God are praying, the angels win.  When they are not, the demons win.  The messengers of God (literal translation of the word “angel”) rely on the prayers of the saints.  I relied on your prayers this trip to Latvia.  Your prayers surrounded me.  They carried me along and bore me up.  Thank you to all who prayed for me during this trip.  It seemed throughout that anything that could go wrong, did.  And throughout it worked itself out by God’s providence and the prayers of the saints.


It began even before I left the airport.  On the day I was to fly out the plane from Detroit was late.  We found out it was sent back to the hanger for repairs.  It never left the gate.  So they pulled the flight from Madison to Detroit.  I could catch the next flight to Detroit, but that would put me on a later flight to Amsterdam, Netherlands (Holland).  That left only 15 minutes from touchdown to take off for Latvia.  And there is only one flight a day from Amsterdam to Riga.  So…I called Mara, my good friend and secretary to the Archbishop.  (It was about 11 p.m. her time.)  I asked her to call the Riga Airport in the morning and talk to KLM, asking them to call Amsterdam and “in the name of the Archbishop of Latvia” hold the flight at Amsterdam until I could get on.  I thought there must be some way out of this mess.  The airline told me in Madison I just had to arrive in Riga a day late.  I explained to them that there was a seminar in the morning the morning after my scheduled landing, and I was the only speaker.  A day late was not an option.  Finally I pressed them to check all possible alternatives and they arranged for me to fly from Amsterdam to Oslo, Norway and take a later flight to Riga.  So…I arrived in Riga at 10 p.m. instead of 1 p.m.; but I arrived in time to get to my room and sleep before the workshop the next morning.  God is good.


I had been told the week before that they did not have an interpreter / translator for the afternoon session of the workshop.  As of the day of they still did not.  The morning session was covered, but not the afternoon.  At lunch my good friend Mara agreed to bail me out by interpreting.  The workshop was on practicing postmodern preaching methods.  [Last year in April I had done a lecture presentation on Postmodern Preaching Methods.  This April I was to lead a hands-on workshop for pastors to practice what we had discussed last year.]  In the morning session we did an exercise on narrative preaching, in which each pastor chose a favorite Bible story and then told the story with no notes.  In the afternoon we did an exercise describing a visual image from the sanctuary setting for the rest as the core of a visual sermon.  We were to be at the Dome Cathedral, the national Lutheran church, but visiting dignitaries had reserved it so we could not get in.  Some fast work by Mara and we went to St. John’s Lutheran for the exercise.  One of the bishops of the Lutheran Church under Archbishop came to the session.  There were about 12 total, but having a bishop there was very important.  And the workshop went well.


The first Sunday I returned to my “home” congregation in Latvia, Sloka Church.  I preached and distributed communion with Mara’s older brother, Janis, who is now pastoring the church his Godfather, Aivars Beimanis, pastored for so many years.  Janis was the first person to invite me to preach in Latvia while I was still a seminary student.  My sermon was taking images of The Church from scripture, and weaving them around the story of the Titanic, comparing the Church to a boat.  (Not Titanic, but the life boat that went back.)  My friend and former translator at Sloka, Inese Pukste had translated it into Latvian for me.  But… as I began the sermon, an old woman walked to the front and called out loudly to me up in the high European pulpit in Latvian.  I had no idea what she said, but an usher gently but firmly guided her down the center aisle and out.  God is good, and I retained my concentration, repeating the previous sentence for emphasis and continuing.  Sundays are always busy in Latvia.  A short coffee break and off to Janis’ second congregation in Kemeri for a 1 p.m. service.  Then rush back to Sloka where I taught the Sunday school group to high school students and young adults.  We began with Christian Rock and Roll as I normally do, and then talked about truth in a postmodern culture and how we can know if something is true.  We then branched out into music and movies.  As usual with such an age group it was controlled chaos, but I think they heard truth.  


Saturday night I had stayed in Mara’s home with her husband and two children.  Sunday night I stayed with Nikolina’s family.  (She is the current translator at Sloka Church, whom I met when we brought the high school student work crew the summer of 2002.)  Nikolina had agreed to take a couple days off college to translate for me on my trip to Latgale, so we planned that trip.  On my return to Riga from Sloka I stayed at the home of another young woman I met that 2002 trip, Dace.  She and her family offered to put me up for a few days as I was bouncing from city to city.  I actually ended up spending very little on room and board this trip as I spent only two days at the apartment in Old Riga and five days at the Diaconal Center apartment.  The rest of the time I stayed with friends.


That week my friend, Sandra Gintere, Assistant Dean at the Lutheran Seminary had invited me to speak at her two evening classes.  That day I got sick for the first time in 18 trips to Latvia.  Really sick.  I spent a long time that day in the “water closet”.  I had antibiotics with me as I do every trip.  This time I started taking them.  I made it through the opening of the “Luther and the Reformation” exhibit at the national Library.  This is a touring exhibit and it was a huge coup for Riga to be a stop.  Then back to Luther Academy seminary for evening classes.  I drank a lot of water to get rehydrated.  And by God’s grace I made it through both classes that night without incident.  The first class I taught on the history of preaching from pre-modern through modern to postmodern times.  (It was a Church History class.)  The second hour we looked at paganism in our current culture (neopaganism) and it’s prevalence in books and movies.  The classes went well.  God is good.


The next day I was to leave for the town of Ugale to do the postmodern preaching workshop in western Latvia.  Murphy’s Law was in full force.  The list is almost funny unless you were living through it moment by moment.  First, the pastor who was driving from Riga canceled, so I had to take a long bus trip each way.  The bus arrived 15 minutes behind schedule and I was rushed to the church to lead the visual image exercise.  (We did them in reverse order in Ugale.)  From there we went to the lecture hall and no one knew who had the key to get in.  And…the translator they had arranged had car trouble and could not make it.  How’s that?  The host pastor translated the morning session and did an pretty good job.  One of his students translated the afternoon.  And the workshop went well.  There were about 10 this time, including pastors and lay leaders.  But they were very open to the concept of altering the method of preaching without altering The Message of the Gospel.  I had asked the young pastor hosting to do a short presentation by way of example to start us off and he did a masterful job.  It set the tone for the whole workshop.  So…everything that could go wrong did.  And the workshop went very well.  Then by bus back to Riga.  And perhaps the best and most important thing…I was totally over my illness from the day before with no relapses throughout the rest of the trip.  Did I mention that God is good?  And the saints were praying for me.


The next day was Independence Day, May 4th.  (They have two in Latvia.)  We made it to the freedom monument to lay flowers even though Riga was a Zoo, because the hockey world championships were taking place in Riga at that time.  (This was another coup for Riga, of course.)  

Then, right back into the crucible.  I was to do a second workshop the following day, May 5th, the day after Independence Day.  But…Mara and Sandra were informed Wednesday (while I was in Ugale) that the Consistory had already decided that the seminary building would be closed the day following Independence Day.  We would have to find someplace else to hold the workshop!  Mara and Sandra got cooking immediately and came up with several alternatives.  In the end, they convinced the Consistory that as they had invited me to come and speak all the way from the USA and were not paying me anything for this service / ministry, they ought to open the building.  So…the workshop was held at the seminary building after all.  They opened it up for me to do the workshop.  (The prayers of the saints.)  The workshop went well.  I had originally planned a one-hour lecture on Mystagogical Preaching, which was the focus and conclusion of my doctoral thesis.  Sandra informed me, NO.  It had to be three hours.  So I spent Independence Day (the day before the workshop) working on expanding it and adding a workshop exercise.  (Luckily Dace had a major paper due the following week so we just stayed in the flat and worked until supper time.)  I had no idea how long the workshop would actually last.  I just worked through it in my presentation until it was “done”.  It took three hours almost to the minute!  I was just floored.  It looked to the participants like I had this tightly planned, to the minute, workshop.  Far from the truth.  But it worked.  It was another fairly small group, about 11 I think.  But attending was another of the leaders of the church, who is one of the leading pastors in Riga and teaches at the seminary himself.  He was very complimentary of the workshop when I met up with him later.  So key church leaders were at each workshop.  Thanks be to God.  Afterward I spoke with Sandra (who translated) and she asked if I would be able to come next year and teach a week or two of intensive lectures at the seminary.  It seems that in the past the seminary in Riga had discouraged this, insisting that visiting lecturers spend a whole semester.  But they had learned that most lecturers cannot get free for this much time.  So they were reconsidering this policy.  They were considering a week or two of intensives at the beginning of their second semester in early February, or a summer session.  I told Sandra it was not impossible that I could come if they decided to go this route.  I said February would be preferable for me because in summer there is not much for me to do.  I come to work.  Es esmu atbraucis lai kalpotu. (I have come to serve.)  I said it depended on what I would be lecturing about.  (I am only qualified to lecture at that level in preaching.  I have lectured on other topics at the seminary over the years, but only single, isolated lectures; not a week long intensive.)  It also depended on when Lent began, as I could not be away from my new congregation during Lent.  It is premature at this point because the seminary has not decided if they will invited guest lecturers to do intensives in February, and they have not decided on preaching as an intensive.  So more questions than answers at this point.

I had been invited that night to the annual Pastors’ Dinner sponsored by the Archbishop.  This year it was to the south of Riga at a palace that is reminiscent of one of our plantation mansions.  Mara had arranged a ride with a pastor who had a minivan and was taking another pastor and his wife down to the dinner.  The pastor showed up in an old beat up VW van, wearing Mr. McGoo glasses that made his eyes look like tiny dots.  He hit the gatepost as he backed out and got picked up for speeding all in the first 10 minutes.  He was one of these old school drivers who does not anticipate well, so we were constantly screeching to a halt and he passed often without anywhere near enough clearance for safety.  It was a harrowing drive and I was very glad to arrive safely at the dinner site.  The dinner is very nice because it gives me a chance to greet many pastors I know, but don’t often see while in Latvia.  It is an honor to be invited, and the international secretary to the Archbishop insisted that I be in the group photo, which was very generous and gracious.  

After the dinner my good friend, Pastor Rolands Eimanis (one of the first people I met in Latvia in 1992) drove me to his home in Baldone for my weekend stay there.  Baldone Church is where the high school youth worked on renovations to the sanctuary in the summer of 2002.  I had visited every time in Latvia since then, but this visit would be different in that for the first time I would be preaching in Sunday morning worship.  In 2002 we went to an orphanage / hospital / school for disabled children and sang for them.  I have returned there every time I am in Latvia and sung a short concert for the students.  Some have severe physical disabilities and some have mental / cognitive disabilities.  (Some have both.)  I sort of adopted one young woman in 2002 as a pen pal, Marina.  I write to her in Latvian and visit her every time I am in Latvia.  She has no physical disability, but her disability is cognitive.  She is now 18, and has the mental capacity of maybe a five-year-old.  It was hard on her when I was two years away from Latvia from 2003 to 2005.  I cannot speak Latvian well enough to have a long conversation with her, but the president of Baldone Church has become a friend and he translated for me.  She asked about my knees.  Last year when I came I was only about six months from my second total knee and I was limping pretty badly.  She told Ivo to tell me that when she saw me limping so and heard how bad my knees were she wept for days, praying for me.  (I am convinced that no one can earn that kind of devotion.  It always comes as a gift.) I assured her that I was much better and proved it by pressing myself up on the right knee from a nearby picnic table bench.  (I didn’t know for sure I would be able to pull that off when I tried it, but I thought I had gotten strong enough.)  

The new youth director at Baldone came as well and was very interested in the songs I sang in Latvian, so we made copies for her to use with the youth at Baldone.  The director of the orphanage / hospital / school had us meet outside with only about a dozen or so students, for reasons we never did discover.  But outside I needed a music stand, a duty Marina eagerly volunteered to fill.  She was so proud to hold my music for me as I sang.

The next day I delivered the same sermon on The Church as a Boat.  What I did not know when I scheduled this time in Baldone was that there would be six adult baptisms and two adult confirmations on this Sunday worship, and that there would be adult confirmation students from the next confirmation class in attendance as well.  So at a time when these new members where entering the Church, they heard a sermon in Latvian on “What is The Church?” God knew.

The merry-go-round didn’t end.  Monday morning we were off early to Riga, where we picked up a car and met Nikolina for the trip to Latgale.  Latgale is the region in southeast Latvia.  It is the only region of Latvia I had never visited.  Inese’s sister, Linda, had graciously agreed with her husband that I could borrow his car to make this overnight trip.  In gratitude I returned the car Tuesday evening with a full tank.  (Gas is $4 a gallon and it was a big tank.)  So I’m sure he was glad he had lent us the car.  I went down to Latgale to meet the man who first arranged for me to go to Latvia in September of 1992.  He had recently sold all his Milwaukee real estate and moved to Latvia permanently, settling in Latgale to build a Christian center.  My plan was to be there from Monday afternoon until Tuesday afternoon (about 24 hours) and to have two major meetings, one each day.  In the words of the movie “Stripes”, “Custer had a plan.”  Most of the people Ivars / Levi invited cancelled for one reason or another.  We had one meeting and it was very small Monday evening for supper.  I told Nikolina on the way back on Tuesday that I had accomplished two out of three things I hoped for this trip.  First, I had visited with Ivars / Levi.  Second, I had finally seen Latgale.  Third, I had hoped for two significant meetings, which did not happen.  Nikolina corrected me.  “You got three out of four.  You were in Latgale in beautiful weather and you finally got some time to rest and relax after the hectic pace you’ve been keeping for almost two solid weeks.”  Point taken.  And I have learned in Latvia long ago that God is not concerned with numbers.  Sometimes a trip or a visit is about one person.  Maybe it was the young pastor we got to encourage over dinner.  Maybe it was the children that Levi is taking care of at the center.  Maybe it was introducing Nikolina, who speaks perfect Russian, to Levi who works in an area of Latvia where Russian is the predominant language.  God knows.  But it was a good trip.

We made it from Latgale to Sloka for evening Bible study without incident.  The trip could have easily become a disaster in getting lost on the road, but we made it back with no problems.  That night I taught about paganism and the upcoming movie “The DaVinci Code.”  

One thing that came from the trip to Latgale was an important contact.  Levi knows that I am a charismatic Lutheran, and dropped my name to a leader in the Pentecostal Church in Latvia who works at Latvian Christian Radio.  He told her I was teaching/ lecturing on paganism in our culture and she asked me to come by the radio station to meet with her.  Her English is not much better than my Latvian, so I was sweating that meeting.  Why worry?  The saints were praying.  No sooner had I finished the Bible study in Sloka Tuesday evening, then in walks Linda to reclaim her husband’s car…with…her sister Inese, newly arrived from the USA to spend the summer at home in Latvia.  I explained the situation and poor Inese ended up agreeing to meet me the next day in Riga to translate the meeting for me at the radio station, still suffering from her jet lag.  The meeting went well, thanks to Inese.  The Pentecostal church leader, Lilita, asked me to come again when in Latvia to do an interview on the radio regarding this important topic.  She and Levi / Ivars are planning a major conference on paganism and Lilita invited me to come and speak, along with Jim Valentine of our Latvia Mission Team, who is an expert in cults and world religions.  

Before leaving for the radio station Archbishop Vanags made time to meet with me.  We had met regularly in the past, but he is so busy that in recent trips we have not met.  We talked about relations between LELB (Latvian Lutheran Church) and the ELCA.  We talked about a proposal of the Missouri Synod Concordia College in Milwaukee to start a partnership to bring Latvian students to the US to study.  It was a good meeting.

One regret I had was that I was not able to meet with Eriks Jekabsons.  He was a Latvian pastor serving in the US Latvian Church when I first met him in January of 1993.  He has since returned to Latvia and left pastoring to enter the Parliament.  I had hoped to chat before returning to the US, but Parliament was in session and he was not able to free up the time.  

So it was a very busy, grueling trip as I traveled from Riga to Sloka to Riga to Ugale to Riga to Bauska to Baldone to Latgale to Sloka to Riga.  But throughout I was surrounded by the prayers of God’s people carrying me, protecting me, and bringing me through the many challenges along the way.  Thank you for you love, care and faithfulness in holding me up in prayer at a time when it was absolutely essential.  Lai Dievs jus sveti.  (God bless you all.)

I will be waiting to hear if an invitation comes to return to Latvia in the winter (February).  If so, I will be lecturing for a solid week on preaching.  I would also be returning to Baldone to visit with Marina and the other residents of the orphanage/hospital/school.  I cannot be in Latvia without preaching at my “home” congregation in Sloka.  The pastor at Katlakalns church (near where I stayed with Dace and her family) asked when I would be preaching at his congregation again.  He invited me to preach there the next time I am in Latvia.  Other than that, I hope to stay much closer to Riga.  February is not a good time to travel in Latvia, and not sleeping in the same place for any four consecutive days takes its toll.  But God knows when I will be called to Latvia again.  Dievs zin.  God also knows I come to serve.  “Es esmu atbraucis lai kalpotu.”

Dievam un Latvijai.  (For God and for Latvia.)
