 LATVIA TRIP SUMMARY, NOVEMBER 2008


As always, it is important for me to thank you for your prayers on our behalf while we were working in Latvia.  It is strange for me to write “we”, because the vast majority of my now 20 trips to serve in Latvia have been alone.  This time God led me to bring my teammate, Jim Valentine with me to teach together on “Neo-Paganism and the New Age in our Postmodern Culture.”  My viewing of the online movie “Zeitgeist”, in addition to the works of Eckhart Tolle that Oprah is promoting (along with other popular works like The Secret), convinced me that this was a timely issue, and that Jim needed to be involved.  Jim is an expert in cults and world religions, and has been working in full-time ministry around the country and around the world for 35 years.  Previously, I had invited Jim to give a talk at Cambridge for pastors on this important topic after the books “Conversations with God” soared up the Best Sellers’ List.  I was actually informed of the online movie “Zeitgeist” by my son, Tim, who had seen it and was troubled by its direct attack on the beliefs of the Christian Church about Jesus.  After viewing the movie myself, and seeing the number of seminars that had been set up around the world (including 4 in Latvia) to promote this anti-religion message, I felt this was a legitimate threat and needed a response.  I did the research and preparation to refute its unfounded claims, and wanted to share that information.  The first movie promised a second (which did release last month in October), so Jim and I both felt a November trip to deal with it was timely.  Both movies can now be viewed at http://www.zeitgeistmovie.com.  I would be happy to answer any questions about the response we made from the context of early Church history.  I would also be happy to share our “Seminar Proposal” as an e-mail attachment or by “snail mail” if you believe our topic would be of interest to churches, pastors, and/or leaders in your area.


As I type this, it is about 4:15 a.m., and I have been up since 3 a.m., as I begin the always substantial struggle with the jet lag of coming west.  (The lag coming west is always harder than going east, because your body adjusts more easily to being “behind” than to being “ahead.”)  So this is my “I might as well be getting some work done as laying here in bed” project.  I have done this summary several different ways over the previous 19 trips.  I think the category approach has worked the best.  That way you can focus in on whatever you might be more interested in.

THE LECTURES


The “main purpose” of our trip to Latvia was to do a series of lectures on “Neo-Paganism and the New Age in our Postmodern Culture.”  My good friend, Dr. Sandra Gintere, who is both a professor and administrator at Luther Academy Seminary, arranged a series of speaking engagements for us on this topic.  The largest of these was an all-day continuing education seminar for pastors held in the seminary building on my last day in Latvia.

Our first Friday evening in Latvia, my friend since the first trip in September of 1992, now pastor, Ingus Dauksts, pastor of St. John’s Lutheran (yep) in Old Riga, brought us in to give a short, informal, presentation for his adult confirmation class.  This was a good run through for us in thinking out loud on our presentations.


The first formal presentation was the next day for two hours to seminary students studying as Directors of Christian Education.  Four days later we gave that same two-hour presentation to seminary students in the pastoral track.  The day after that, we gave a three-hour presentation on our main topic to a gathering of the Women of the Lutheran Church.  Our last major presentation was on my last day in Riga.  We had a good turnout for the all-day seminar from not only pastors, but also various lay leaders and theology students.  We lectured a bit over 5 hours and took many questions at the end.  

CHALLENGES AND STRUGGLES


I never take for granted the “prayer cover” I receive while serving in Latvia.  There were challenges throughout, but none that impeded our work.  Thank you all.  The most potentially serious challenge was the threat of Hepatitis A, which is sweeping Latvia.  Jim and I were both pretty sure we were not inoculated for this.  My friend, Pastor Rolands Eimanis of Baldone Church has been hit hard by this disease and has been treating for months, with at least another month of treatments to go.  

Costs of living are substantially higher in Riga, which meant that more of my Mission Fund money was needed for not only our tickets, but also the flat rental and food.  At one point I was dealing with a significant bout of despondency, but God so moved in that situation, and even in that very hour, that I will say more under “Divine Appointments.”   

One challenge I almost forgot to mention because it was almost a non-issue was the bone spur in my right heal.  It was diagnosed right before I left, so there was not much that could be done about it other than a prescription anti-inflammatory.  It worked and although I had some pain, I was not hampered during the significant amount of walking involved in serving in Latvia.

YOUTH MINISTRY


One of the speaking engagements I had received was from the Director and Assistant Director of Youth Ministries for the National Latvian Lutheran Church.  I was asked to speak to pastors and lay youth leaders on my concept of Movie Nights for youth and young adults.  The interview I did with them in preparation was posted on the LELB (Latvian Evangelical Lutheran Church) website.  These two leaders were not convinced that “Zeitgeist” was a significant threat among their students.  But in meeting with students in Latvia after my arrival, I spoke to several that had seen it, so I simply mentioned it as an issue and suggested that they consider having representatives at one of our talks on the topic to be informed as to its impact, especially among youth.  The focus of our discussion was on the positive use of movies in youth ministry.  I did, however, share with them the list of movies I have studied since 1999 on spirituality from Hollywood as a reference for them.  (That is also available for any of you on request.)  One high school student I had spoken with was the younger brother of a student I have been working with in Latvia since 2002.  Not only had he seen “Zeitgeist”, but he was so strongly persuaded by the fallacious arguments that he had shared it among all of his friends.  I shared with him the information I had uncovered about this as he drove me to Church on the first Sunday morning.  The Director of Youth Ministries expressed his thanks at the end of my presentation for keeping this issue before them, as he had not realized that so many youth had been aware of and viewed this movie.


Since 2002 when I was in Latvia with a group of high school students for Youth Encounter, Side by Side, I have visited an orphanage / school / hospital for developmentally and physically disabled children and young adults in Baldone.  I give a short concert for them in Latvian.  This trip was no exception.  (My new “baby” travel guitar was a huge hit with the students.)  What was different this time was my perspective.  In October of 2007 I was at a Newsboys concert in Madison with members of our church, St. John’s in Beaver Dam.  After the warm-up band, and before The Newsboys came out, they sent out their newest member and lead guitar player.  He talked about a new ministry they were founding to help orphanages around the world.  I thought to myself how nice it was that I was able to serve in an orphanage in Latvia.  Then God changed my perspective.  God showed me that indeed I had gone to the orphanage to minister each time I was in Latvia.  But, I had gone to Latvia when I had an invitation for a lecture, seminar or other event that was “important” enough to warrant my being in Latvia.  Through The Newsboys, God showed that ministering to youth around Latvia, and in particular the youth at this school / hospital where few come to minister, was important to God.  It was not a “throw in” or a “by the way” to something “really important” that I was called to Latvia to do.  God wants me there serving.


While in Baldone I had a good meeting with their high school youth group and new youth group leader (who was herself one of the youth when I was there first in 2002).  We talked about books and movies and music as I usually do with youth.  I shared RED and SKILLET with them and they took down the information from the albums so they could get them.  


In Sloka on the 16th I had a similar meeting with both high school and university students.  Before that, during worship, we shared with the congregation a sermon I had written on young people in (and after) the Bible who had been called by God at a young age.  I had shared this sermon in my congregation on All Saints’ Sunday.  The Sunday school students read in the first person as Samuel, David, Solomon, Jeremiah, Mary the mother of Jesus, and Joan of Arc.  Then I concluded.  The students really appreciated the message for including them in the life of the church, and the adults seemed to appreciate it as well.  Several of the students had seen “Zeitgeist” and were concerned with how to talk to their friends about it, so we included that as part of our discussions, as well as the “His Dark Materials” trilogy by Philip Pullman, that begins with “The Golden Compass.”


I was asked several times about positive movies for Movie Nights.  I mentioned the Marvel Comic Book series (Spiderman, Fantastic Four, X Men, and now Iron Man), but also mentioned the Chronicles of Narnia series, with Books One and Two now out as movies.  I left money for both Baldone and Sloka to buy both Narnia movies for their youth for Movie Nights.

DIVINE APPOINTMENTS


I brought a refurbished laptop with me on this trip to work at the flat as we prepared our presentations.  Early on I went to plug it into the voltage converter, only to find to my shock and horror that the converter was two prong and the power plug three!  I had no way to charge the computer.  In the running around and looking at options that followed, Jim and I were introduced to an American LCMS pastor serving in Latvia, and his young American Intern.  Pastor Mark pointed out to me that all was not lost.  The cord from the power adaptor on the power cord itself was removable and replaceable.  All I had to do was buy a Latvian adapter cord and plug it right into the converter box already on the power cord.  The box would convert 220 to 110, and I could plug it directly into the wall.  It worked!


My youth meetings at both Baldone and Sloka bore some immediate fruit.  After playing RED and SKILLET at Baldone, one of the youth came up to me and thanked me for sharing the music.  He didn’t know that Christian music could be like that, both popular and powerful.  In Sloka, one of the university students chatted with me over lunch after Sunday worship.  We were talking about the sermon to / with / and for youth.  She said that she had just finished planning and attending the Holy Spirit weekend for The Alpha Program for Youth.  It was so demanding to get everything planned and off the ground, she had been asking herself more than once why in the world she had agreed to do this.  She commented that after listening to the sermon this morning she knew why.  She had been called to do it because she had been gifted to do it.  And she was “not just a youth to God.”  


Jim had been trying to meet with the new Director of the St. Gregor Bible School.  After a missed attempt, the meeting took place, and Sandra came to find me so I would be included.  Prior to that meeting I experienced the feeling of being overwhelmed.  I became pretty despondent.  The questions running through my head were, “Who do you think you are?  What are you doing here?”  I sat quietly during the meeting Jim had with the new Director, adding a couple pennies here and there.  Then the young Director looked at me and said, “You may not remember me.  But I remember you.  You came to my seminary class in April of 2003, which was taught by Rolands E., and debated Lutheran charismaticism with him that night from I Corinthians 12 and 14.  You argued that a Lutheran could be a part of the Lutheran Renewal movement and still be strongly confessional.  I was the student who came forward that night and admitted that I was a charistmatic Lutheran.  I wanted to thank you for your faithfulness and skill in that presentation that night.  Not only was I encouraged in my faith, but the whole atmosphere at both the Luther Academy Seminary and the Lutheran National Consistory regarding Lutherans in Renewal changed after that night’s discussion.”


I know that I am nothing – no one.  Most of the time I don’t even mind being reminded of that.  But that day I was feeling overwhelmed by that reality, almost paralyzed by it.  God reminded me that not only can God use nobodies who are nothing, but that God can really only use those who are willing to be no one, so that God can work.  I am grateful and content.


One more.  Sandra and her husband Janis were leading a pilgrimage to Israel for their church while Jim and I were there.  We did meet with her and were interviewed by her, and planned with her, but she was not around on the 19th when we spoke to the pastors.  It had been announced that since it was an all-day event, lunch would be hosted by Luther Academy.  The plan was to order in pizzas for the pastors to have a quick working lunch during the lectures.  Jim was presenting in the morning (except for a couple excurses – is that the plural? – which I did), and I presented in the afternoon.  About 11:30 (90 minutes before the 1 p.m. lunch break) I felt / “heard” the “nudge”.  “Are you certain that all the necessary arrangements have been made for the lunch?”  I was not certain.  “Don’t you think it would be a good idea to go and make certain?”  Yea, that seemed like a very good idea.  So I went up to the secretary for Luther Academy and asked if all the arrangements for the big pizza lunch had been taken care of.  She “made big eyes” (Latvian expression) and said she knew nothing about it.  She called another administrator and did not reach her.  Then she called Sandra in Israel (which she had been given permission to do).  Sandra told her that NO, Sandra had made none of the arrangements for the announced lunch before leaving for Israel!  Down to 70 minutes to lunch by this time.  Velga and I flew into action along with a young pastor who had studied in the USA and had met me years ago in Minneapolis.  We got the pizzas ordered.  I had to pay for them as no financial arrangements had been made.  Velga and the pastor got the hot water on for tea and coffee, and lunch was served.  Thank you God!

INTERVIEWS


In addition to the interview for the LELB website on Youth Movie Nights, Jim and I taped five 5-minute devotions for Christian Radio supplied by LELB.  (Jim took 3 and I took 2.)  Jim talked about Mormons and Jehovah’s Witnesses and how they differ from Christianity.  I talked about challenges to youth and the response of the Church.  We were also interviewed about our trip for Latvian Christian Radio and the weekly LELB newspaper / newsletter “Sunday Morning.”  

MONEY – FINANCES


I would ask that you continue to remember my work in Latvia in prayer.  As I had never tithed from my Latvia Mission Fund, I felt led to do that now by picking up Jim’s ticket and having him stay with me in the flat I was renting at the seminary, to make it possible for Jim to go and serve.  His sole source of income is donations from those following his work.  The tickets were a much bigger chunk this time due to the (then) gas crunch.  The tickets were double the usual rate (paying in essence summer rates for a November flight).   

When I was in the Milwaukee area, there were several churches who supported my work every year as part of their benevolence program.  When I accepted a call to the Madison area synod, that support disappeared.  Some years ago, when our team leader, ELCA pastor and Latvian American, Janis Kinens changed churches, he made the decision to transfer the money from his Latvia Mission Account to an account through my congregation to continue my work in Latvia.  That money sustained me for several years, for which I am grateful.  In 2003, I lost my mother to complications of lung cancer.  She had always been a strong supporter of my work in Latvia.  From her estate, my work received a tithe, which is money that has allowed me to continue to serve over the past several years.  But that is the only source that I have for finances to continue to serve in Latvia.  When that money is gone, there is nothing to replace it.  


There is no funding available through the Division of Global Missions of the ELCA.  They have a representative assigned to the Baltics.  There is no money available through my synod.  We are companion synods with the Lutheran Church, Northern India Synod.  That is a strong and I believe well supported partnership, which our synod should continue to strengthen and support in all ways, including financially.  The Lower West Synod of Michigan is companion to LELB, but they need to be supporting their own work in Latvia.  These are hard times financial for both national church bodies and their Synods / Districts.  So I currently have no prospects for future support of ministry in Latvia.  God and I talked about this 16 years ago when I was contemplating my very first trip to Latvia.  I said then that if God would provide the money for me to go, I would go.  God has, and I have, 20 times now.  I will serve as long as the ability to do so continues.

Thank you for your prayers, and a special thank you to those of you who made it through this twelve page log of my time in Latvia this year.

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

