LATVIA TRIP SUMMARY, APRIL 2005


Each time I go to Latvia (this was trip seventeen) there is a specific major reason for the trip.  In addition, I do many types of ministry and service while I am there.  I first went to Latvia as part of a team of three in September of 1992.  That was when I began working on the project to establish a Christian school outside the capital of Riga.  This project led churches and individuals to come together to send me to Latvia every six months for six years.  That project did not come to fruition for several reasons.  But those trips bore other fruit.  As a result of the ministry work I did during those trips I was led to leave my law practice of thirteen years and enter seminary to become an ordained pastor.  By God’s grace I was able to continue working in Latvia every six months throughout seminary studies.  When I became ordained and moved to the Madison area synod, this support from churches for my work in Latvia ceased.  My only support for my work in Latvia at this time is from the tithe from my mother’s estate.


This trip I was invited to present a one-day seminar entitled “Preaching in a Postmodern Culture” in two cities in Latvia.  Two years ago I entered the Doctor of Ministry in Preaching program at Lutheran School of Theology in Chicago.  My thesis is directed to preaching in a meaningful and powerful way to the target group of ages fifteen through forty.  Having completed my second year of three in the program, I took my work to Latvia to share this “new” method of preaching with the pastors and lay leaders of the Latvian Lutheran Church.


I have had many “main” reasons to make the trip over the years.  In May of 1994 our team was invited by the Archbishop of the Lutheran Church to do a week-long conference on cults and world religions, including religious freedom issues.  Later, I was a guest of the Archbishop at a committee meeting of Lutheran World Federation held in Riga.  In September of 1997 I spoke at the Women of the Latvian Lutheran Church conference on The Family.  As a result, I was invited to return in October of 1998 to read a speech/lecture at the Women’s conference on feminist theology.  Prior to that, in May of 1998, I was invited to attend their national Synod Assembly.  I was away from Latvia for over two years after my ordination in 1998, not returning until February of 2001.  I was invited at that time to be a speaker at the first ever graduation ceremony for the first graduation class of Luther Academy seminary in Riga.  At that worship and ceremony I also represented the ELCA Division of Global Missions.  The following summer I led a group of nine high school students and two Youth Encounter staffers to Latvia on a work crew mission for YE’s Side by Side program.  Less than a year later I was back in Latvia.  This trip (my sixteenth) Anita made her first trip to Latvia (finally).  We went in April of 2003 to celebrate our 25th wedding anniversary.  I was then away from Latvia for two years, almost to the day, until returning this past trip.  Each time I am in Latvia I preach and teach Bible studies, Sunday school classes, confirmation classes, and sometimes lectures at Luther Academy seminary.  I also have the opportunity to meet regularly with youth.  These activities keep me quite busy when I am in Latvia.  It is not unusual for people to ask on my return, “So, how was your vacation?”  I patiently explain to them what I did while there.  It becomes clear that it was not a vacation.  It is a joy, of course, nonetheless.  Now, what about this trip?


I was in Latvia from April 5th until April 21st.  I moved about the country so much that I did not spend three nights in a row in one place the whole trip.  I first went to the city of Baldone south of Riga.  This is the church the students helped renovate in 2002.  During that time we ministered at a school/hospital/home for orphans and disabled children.  We sang to them, and I have returned each trip to sing Christian songs to them in the Latvian language.  That began my time in Latvia this trip.  The president of the congregation at Baldone has become a friend and we have good talks about church life.  Their pastor is one of the first people I met in Latvia in 1992 and is acting dean at the seminary in Riga.  The pastor (Rolands) and I talked long into the night about changes both in preaching and in worship, and how they might be introduced to have a positive impact on the church in Latvia.  Latvia has been struggling with the issue of charismaticism in the church for years now.  The tendency has been that when a Lutheran pastor receives “the fullness of the Holy Spirit”, he tends to become less Lutheran in his teaching.  Therefore, many in the church fear charismatic renewal.  Rolands is probably the strongest opponent to charismatic renewal among Lutherans.  He knows that I am a charismatic Lutheran, as is another of my teammates.  We have had many talks about this, and I have explained that a Lutheran can be in renewal and still remain confessionally a Lutheran.  My last trip we had a major breakthrough in his openness to charismatic renewal among confessional Lutherans.


Then it was off to Saldus to the west the next day.  A group of American pastors and lay leaders had come to the Bible school there to give a three-day leadership conference for pastors and lay leaders.  I was invited to attend as a guest visitor, mainly because I was in Latvia at the time.  There was not much for me to do, but I met up with old friends and made new ones; good new contacts.  The new Director is a Latvian-American pastor living in Latvia now who is also a strong charismatic in the Lutheran Church who has remained confessionally Lutheran.  Knowing me as a fellow charismatic “Lutheran in Renewal” he invited me to preach to his students at their weekly evening worship.  He then invited all the Latvia pastors AND the American presenters to attend.  This was huge, because I preached the postmodern narrative sermon I had given in my congregation on Easter Sunday on the importance of the Resurrection as seen through the martyrdom of the early Apostles.  I preached this same sermon on my last Sunday in Latvia in my “home” congregation in Latvia, Sloka Lutheran Church.  This sermon opportunity was huge for several reasons.  First, the students were impressed enough that they convinced their Director to load up a small bus the following week to come to one of my seminars to learn more about this “new” kind of preaching.  Second, the church had very many Latvian pastors that evening who experienced first-hand what I would be describing in my seminar.  Third, the American team dispersed after the conference to different cities in Latvia, and in support of my work, gracefully shared the experience of that sermon in several places around Latvia.


Among the important contacts I made at Saldus were representatives of several national church commissions, including the Sunday School commission, the Director of Youth Ministries for the national church (who is writing his master’s thesis on reaching youth in and for the church), one of the pastors hosting my seminar in the country, and the Director of Lutheran Hour ministry.


After the conference it was back to Riga.  On Saturday I met with youth from Katlakalns church where I would be preaching the next day.  We talked about youth in worship and the possibility of their praise and worship music being allowed in Sunday worship.  I also talked about the sermon I would be preaching at their church the next day.  Sunday, I preached a sermon on their altar painting, which is Peter sinking into the water and Jesus pulling him back up.  It is the same story from scripture depicted in the altar painting at Rockdale Lutheran!  I tied it to the story of Peter and Jesus by the sea in the last chapter of John.  I preached it in the Latvian language as I usually do now, using it as an example of preaching from available visual images in the church.  The youth reacted well to it, and the pastor gave a good review of it at the seminar in Riga two days later.  Afterward, during fellowship time I sang worship songs with the youth in Latvian.  It gave me the opportunity to encourage the older members to consider opening their worship to the music the youth use in their gatherings together.  It was something for them to think about, and it gave voice to the youth to talk about it later.


The first preaching seminar was in the capital of Riga two days later.  We had some logistical and technical issues.  But it was well attended by pastors and lay leaders, and it went well overall.  The translator was a good friend who is also a young charismatic Lutheran pastor.  He did a great job for the pastors not well versed in English.  The pastors seemed open to the concept.  Several had heard the sermon in Saldus and Maris was there from Katlakalns to comment on my sermon there.  Two days later I did the seminar in the small town of Usma.  It was not as well attended, but it was great to have about nine students there from the Bible school in Saldus to hear me talk about preaching to and for youth.  Usma was also good because there was a young obstructionist there to confront and challenge me.  It was good for the other pastors to hear my answers to his objections.  It empowered them to stand on their commitment to be open to new ways of sharing God’s Word.  The host pastor graciously agreed to drive us back to the nearby town where I was staying.  When he heard that I would be meeting with the lay leaders of the Lutheran Church in Ventspils to talk about change, including their pastor, he rearranged his schedule to be able to attend as well.  My long time friend Inese is the Education Director at this church and acted as my translator in the discussion.


I have discovered over the years of serving in Latvia that God generally has a WOW moment waiting for me that has little or nothing to do with my “main” reason to be in Latvia.  Two years ago it was the breakthrough on charismatic Lutherans “in Renewal” with my friend Rolands, the acting dean of the seminary.  This time it was this evening meeting with church leaders.  I was staying at the flat of one of the church leaders in Ventspils.  She was also hosting her son’s girlfriend while the young woman was studying at the local college.  Ilze is twenty-five.  The first night I was there we chatted and got to know each other.  She is a brand-new convert studying for baptism and confirmation on Pentecost Sunday in mid-May.  I invited Ilze to attend the meeting the following night at my host’s flat.  Not only did she attend, but she invited her younger sister Mara, who is nineteen and not yet in the church!  The pastor was there and the discussion got intense at times, but there is a growing sentiment among leaders to be open to change for the sake of the youth.  I encouraged and defended that.  The pastor from Usma who is younger himself was also a great help and encouragement in the discussion.


Then Ilze spoke up.  She said to the group that Bob had given them all something to think about.  She could see that Bob understood young people well and said for them what they were already thinking.  When the pastor challenged her (in a somewhat condescending way) she responded, using my words and claiming them for herself and for her younger sister.  It was amazing.  Inese, my friend, pounced.  She had been saying these things for months.  Several were open to change for the sake of youth.  We closed with song, singing together in Latvian.  The next morning I found out that the discussion had continued out in the street.  (Luckily I was safely sound asleep, being used up by the two seminars and meetings.)  The pastor was dancing as fast as he could to hold back the tide of change.  But the young people have been given voice and words to speak.  God is good.


The next day I had a nice tour of Ventspils with the pastor and Inese and the pastor and I were on good terms.  Our new friends, Ilze and Mara joined us as well for a tour of the local castle and museum.  It was a nice, though short, rest, at least for my mind.  I had one more work stop left.


Friday evening I was back in Riga as a guest at the annual pastors’ ball with their wives.  (Pastors in Latvia are almost all male.)  It was good to meet up again with pastors who had attended the two seminars.  It was otherwise uneventful, but it was good to be there.  


Saturday I headed to my “home” congregation in Sloka for a youth Bible study on the topic “What is Truth?”  I shared Christian Rock and Roll with them as I had at each stop when the opportunity presented itself.  This earned me the right to speak and be heard on the topic of Truth.  We had a good discussion and closed in song (in Latvian of course).  I invited them to my sermon in worship the next day, and several came.  At my “home” congregation I preached again the sermon I had preached on Easter Sunday in Rockdale and earlier this trip in Baldone.  It demonstrates the importance of the Resurrection as seen through the lens of the deaths of the Apostles.  In addition to youth, there were several wives of Latvian Lutheran pastors of other congregations present who attended this Sunday in this their home church.  It was an important example of this “new” kind of preaching that now might influence two or three other churches as well.


But my work on this day was not yet done.  After lunch there was an anniversary celebration for the Sunday school.  Sloka has one of the longest, strongest and broadest based Sunday school programs in Latvia.  I spoke briefly and sang at the worship portion and again later at the party back at the Sunday school building.  My work in Latvia was almost done.  All that remained was to be interviewed by the national newspaper for the Latvian Lutheran Church and a meeting at the Consistory.  Bishop Hanson of Michigan has arranged for his synod to be sister Synods with LELB in Latvia.  He arranged a program pairing deans in his synod with deans in Latvia.  I met with his contact liaison in Latvia to get an update of the project to date to report back to Bishop Hanson on my return.  (The article on my trip to Latvia was published shortly after I returned home.)


I try each trip to reserve/schedule some vacation time during the stay.  This time it came in the form of a long-anticipated trip to St. Petersburg, Russia for two days.  I have always wanted to do this trip, and finally made it there.  One day left in Riga to say goodbye to my friends and it was the long trip back to USA.
As with each trip I can honestly say that the one that was most blessed by this trip to Latvia was I.  Es esmu atbraucis lai kalpotu.  (I have come to serve.)
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