LATVIA TRIP SUMMARY FOR SEPTEMBER 2009


It was pretty amazing to remember that I returned to Latvia last month 17 years to the day from my first trip in September of 1992!  This trip was different from all other trips except that first one in an important way.  For the first time since that first trip (not counting when Anita and I went in 2003 to celebrate our 25th wedding anniversary), I went to Latvia without a specific invitation to a specific program or event.  Although I have always had such an invitation previously, I felt that that the work I do at the orphanage / hospital / school for severely disabled children and young adults in Baldone, and my work with youth, was God’s way of showing me that these ministries are worthy of my commitment, apart from any invitation to an “important” event that would “justify” my being in Latvia.  After this trip, it appears to me now that I was wrong.  It seems to me now that I was correct before when I viewed the invitation itself as the “fleece” calling for a trip that God was calling me to make.


I believe God honored my efforts in Latvia this trip, and blessed them.  But I can’t really be very objective about that, so I leave it to you.  Thank you all for the prayers you lifted up on my behalf while I was serving.  There were many challenges, and they did not end when I landed at O’Hare last Thursday.  It was important to me to be upheld by your prayers.  


As a brief summary, I preached four times in Latvia.  On both Sundays I preached a sermon on Michael and all angels, in anticipation of “Michael and all angels” Day, which was Tuesday the 29th.  I also gave the homily at the Luther Academy seminary devotions and at Wednesday evening worship at New Gertrude’s Church, both on Isaiah 40.  I did two Bible studies.  On Michael Day I led the Bible study at my home church in Sloka on Michael and all angels.  Earlier I led the evening Bible study at St. Gertrude’s, following their Wednesday evening worship.  There I taught about the divided Kingdom after Solomon and the prophets leading up to the exile of both north and south.  I taught two classes at Luther Academy seminary: one hour to first year students on rhetoric, and two hours with second year students on homiletics (preaching).  The rhetoric class was a “hoot” because I admitted that in 3 years of law school, 13 years as a lawyer, 3 years of seminary, 11 years as a pastor, and 3 years of doctoral studies, I had never actually had a formal class on rhetoric!  More on that later.  And I did three Movie Nights for Youth and Young Adults at three different churches (all with the same movie – Iron Man in English with Latvian subtitles).  At the two Sunday morning worship services I also had the opportunity and blessing to sing a solo, Steven Curtis Chapman’s “His Strength is Perfect.”  So I did manage to stay busy.

CHALLENGES: The airline left my bag behind at the connection again, just like last trip, even though it was a different airline!  And for the second straight time, my bag was the only one left behind!  In the words of ESPN’s NFL commentator’s, “C’mon man!”  (I did get it the next day.)  I wore my dress shoes too long on Saturday as I was traveling to Sloka, and tore the skin off my little toe right foot, and poked a hole in the next toe in.  <sigh> I spent most of the two weeks in my “crocs”, which took the pressure off my toes while I walked.  (And I walked a lot.)  And the crème de la crème, the alternator went out on my car driving back to Wisconsin from my friend’s house in St. Charles (where they had been watching it for me while I was there) and I lost all electrical systems.  I stayed over night at a motel and jumped it in the morning, trying for Beaver Dam.  Wrong.  Bad move.  The engine died after only about 10 miles and I had to be towed back to Beaver Dam.  Expensive trip home.


The economic situation in Latvia is dire.  They refer to it simply as “The Crisis.”  Yet, the exchange rate was the worst I have ever experienced?  The rate dropped below .50 for the first time.  This meant my money did not go nearly as far as in previous trips.  I don’t see how this works in an economy in so much trouble.  I have friends who are MBA’s.  I need to ask about this.  Sandra said that the EU recently reported Latvia as the poorest nation in the EU at this time.

BALDONE: I have been able to make it to Baldone each trip to Latvia, since I first went to Baldone with high school students in 2002 to work on renovation of their worship space.  That year we went to the orphanage / hospital / school for severely disabled (physically and / or cognitively) children and young adults.  I have returned each trip to sing for them (in Latvian).  It was this that I was convinced that God was pushing for, specific “important” invitation, or not.  But just as I was getting ready to head to the airport, I got an e-mail telling me that the president of Baldone Church would not be able to be with me in Baldone, as he would be at a conference.  He also said that the director of the hospital had contacted him to say that she would much rather that the older residents (young adults) come to the Youth Meeting Movie Night at Baldone Church on Friday night so that they could be together with the young people there, rather than have me come separately on Saturday to sing with and speak to them on site.  The last couple trips, she has felt that my meeting / singing should be with only a smaller group of older residents.  So, in the words of my journal entry, “apparently the director of the school did not ‘get the memo’ about how important a short concert for all students was.”  So what I thought was a priority, is not a priority to her, and she’s in charge.


The Movie Night with youth went well.  It was good that the movie had Latvian subtitles, because the banter is tough to pick up.  (Although I found myself making corrections to the translations in the subtitles as the movie went along, since I had already seen it so many times.)  The students from the orphanage were probably not able to read the subtitles and certainly did not understand any English, but “Iron Man” is so visual, they probably didn’t care much.  We had a good discussion afterward.  We also checked out a Skillet video.

SLOKA: The pastor of Sloka and his niece (now secretary to the Archbishop of the national Latvian Church) were the first two people we met at the airport when we arrive 17 years ago.  Pastor Beimanis hosted us that first stay and Mara was our translator.  Sloka has become my home congregation in Latvia.  Mara’s brother, Janis is now the pastor at Sloka, and he invited me to preach in his churches early on while I was still in seminary.  I have preached at Sloka each trip since I graduated from seminary in 1998.  As soon as I arrived back in Riga from Baldone I changed and packed my bag for Sloka.  There are a couple malls at and around the train station now, so I spent time Saturday walking around (which is how I hurt my toes) before taking the train to Sloka for Movie Night with youth and young adults.  They also liked Iron Man, and were excited about the prospect of the sermon the following morning about angels.  Most of them came to worship Sunday morning.  What I did not realize is that they gather at the Sunday school building and stay there together overnight, walking to worship together in the morning.  I was sleeping in the teacher’s office.  So…I did not get to bed until after 1 a.m. Sunday morning (by the time I had run through my sermon in Latvian before bed).  Ack!


I practiced my sermon upon waking way too few hours later, and preached it in worship in Latvian.  It was not perfect.  I made some pronunciation errors.  But I’m told it was all understandable.  Singing “His Strength is Perfect” was nice, especially singing the last refrain twice through in Latvian.  Then off to Kemeri to preach it again.  Janis explained that they get few visitors, being a much smaller congregation.  So during announcements after the sermon he “laid it on thick” talking about “our friend” who has a doctors degree in preaching and gives lectures at Luther Academy to pastoral students, as well as leading continuing education events for pastors.  (All true, but the point was, “Think how important you must be for him to come here for a visit and what a blessing it is for him to be here today.”  LOL  It felt really silly, but it was to bolster the self esteem and moral of his congregation, so, whatever.)  We had fellowship together, and then back to Riga.  Luckily Nikolina whom I met in 2002 came along as translator.  Janis’ English is worse than my Latvian, so we would never have survived the fellowship time without her.  A long but a good day.

My sermon manuscript was requested by several youth leaders, church leaders, and professors at the seminary, so it is getting around.

NEW ST. GERTRUDE’S CHURCH IN RIGA: This is the congregation of Sandra Gintere, who has helped arrange my trips for some time now, and her husband Janis is the pastor.  Sandra is professor and assistant Dean at Luther Academy seminary.  I was originally going to stay at their flat for free as I was serving their congregation in several ways.  When I landed I learned that the flat across the hall from the flat I was going to use caved in!  So the building was condemned pending repair and renovation.  (The flat I would have stayed in was fine though.)  The first thing I did at New Gertrude’s was preach at the Wednesday evening service and teach at the Bible study that followed.  The sermon was on Isaiah 40.  I had spent the afternoon reading a couple commentaries on Isaiah 40, but then decided that without the background of the split of the kingdoms and the separate exiles, the prophets really don’t have the necessary context.  So I taught on the split after Solomon’s reign, the prophets to north and south, and the two exiles (along with the impact that remained in Jesus’ time).  They had an Alpha planning session after the Bible Study that I was invited to hang around for.  Sandra asked me to share the positive things that I have experienced through Alpha, which I gladly did, until I found out they were running their seventh (7th) session. Then I felt pretty stupid.  LELB (the Lutheran national church) is having a major push in the use of Alpha in congregations.  

Then on my last Saturday, I did a Movie Night with their high school and young adult students, presenting Iron Man for the third time, as well as most of the Skillet “Comatose” DVD.  Two leaders of the youth (one high school and one college) stayed afterward along with a mutual friend, and we talked long into the night.  It was then that I remembered that I had not confirmed my solo for worship the next morning.  So we got Sandra and her husband Janis on the cell phones.  Sandra had not gotten the e-mail telling her that I had left the music at the Archbishop’s office.  So their organist had never seen it.  I was for scrubbing the solo, but the young people vetoed that, saying that their organist was a master musician who would have no trouble playing it the next morning (if only I could find my spare copy in my stuff).  Sandra confirmed that, so we agreed I would come back early with the music.  Unfortunately, the organist has a tendency to show up a minute or two before worship.  Of course, he did on Sunday morning.  So Sandra held the music to get to him while Janis and I prepared for worship.  So…when the time came to sing after the Gospel and before the sermon, the organist walked up to the piano and just started playing – sight-reading it.  Which was fine, but he started playing while I was still standing on the opposite side of the large dais!  So here’s me, hurrying without running across the “stage” to get to my “spot” to start singing as he is moving toward the end of the intro!  LOL.  I made the spot and started singing.  My voice was not as clear and sharp as at Sloka, although I had tried to take good care of it.  But New Gertrude’s is a large cathedral style building, and it was amazing to me just to hear my voice fill the space.  (We had agreed on no microphone so there would be no distortion or tinny sound.)  I had a bit too much Phil Driscol ( Rod Stewart or whomever) in my voice for my taste.  But it was something to fill that space with sound.  The organist played it through with no mistakes sight-reading it, though it was a bit slow.  Of course since we had not spoken at all, he kept playing well after I had stopped singing.  *shakes head* But I waited patiently for him to stop before moving on to my sermon.  The sermon was the same one on Michael and all angels.  But this time it was in English – translated, which meant a couple things.  It meant I had to shorten it up a bit.  And it meant that I could make eye contact and move a bit more as it was without notes.  It went OK.  


I took Janis and Sandra out to dinner, along with their daughter, their foster son, and the high school student who leads youth.  Going out to dinner is a HUGE deal given “The Crisis.”  Sandra said that at the seminary and Consistory, people don’t even go to the Latvian cafeterias anymore for lunch.  Even that inexpensive meal is too expensive now.  So when I worked with someone, I generally took them out to eat; because they never go out to eat.  Then they took me to the Riga Zoo, which was fun because in 17 years I had never been.

YOUTH ENCOUNTER SIDE BY SIDE TRIP: I did make several contacts in preparation for the high school youth coming to Latvia next summer.  I met with the representative of the Consistory who arranged church building renovation.  He is going to look at sites at which productive work could be done during one week of “grunt” work by untrained but willing high school students.  I also found out from Sandra that New Gertrude’s has a building out in Jurmala (not far from Sloka) that is in need of work, and she would be happy to arrange for the group to work there.  (In 2002 I arranged the work site directly with congregational leaders, and that worked out pretty well.)  I stressed the importance of a translator on site.  This was an issue in Baldone in 2002.  Sloka does not do a summer Bible camp anymore.  So for that week, I will be asking around to see if any congregation does a VBS equivalent that we could help with.  Also, since Sloka does have an English camp and a Choir camp, their Sunday school building will be in use during the middle part of July, and not available to us as housing if we work at a site in Jurmala.  So it will be important to stay in contact with Susie at YE AND the leaders at Sloka to try to schedule around these two events so we could use the SS building as housing if in Jurmala.

LUTHER ACADEMY SEMINARY: One of the really hard times this trip was overhearing an argument between Sandra and the Rector, Dr. Weinrich from Concordia, Fort Wayne, regarding my teaching lessons at the seminary.  As God would have it (I don’t believe in coincidences.) I walked in to the outer office in time to hear a small part of it.  It turned out to be not as bad as it sounded.  Dr. W had already agreed to have me teach the intro to preaching classes, but Sandra was pushing to have me teach during her class lessons as well (“since he is here now”) and the Rector adamantly refused to alter the curriculum (which was the right call, btw).  It just reinforced my growing sense that the invitation IS the call to go, and that going without “the” invitation was not in fact God’s will.

OTHER MEETINGS: In addition to having several conversations with the new dean of the seminary, I also bumped into the director of Youth Ministries for the national church.  My last trip last November I had spoken to youth leaders about Movie Nights.  When I shared with Rinalds that I had done three this trip with young people, he asked me if I would prepare a list of movies I would recommend, along with plot summaries and some topics for discussion questions.  I was happy to.


I also met the Missions Coordinator for the LCMS, who was visiting Riga to meet with Archbishop Vanags, and with the on site person, an LCMS pastor who leads English speaking worship services on Sunday mornings at Dome Church.  We had a good discussion.  When he asked my opinion regarding the most important, top priority mission field in Latvia, the answer was easy.  YOUTH.  Young people are generally not coming to worship, and even if brought up through the Sunday school, do not stay in worship.  (Sound familiar?)  Later when Sandra was driving me to the airport for my trip back she reflected on the irony of sending “missionaries” to a country that has had the Gospel since the year 1100.  I shared with her my observation to Brent, and she agreed that this is a major issue and top priority.  I had talked about this in my lesson to the homiletics class at L.A.  I mentioned the emphasis in my doctoral thesis on preaching in a way to engage youth.  One of the students, a man older than myself, mentioned that at the church he serves there are no youth in the community to be reached, so it is a non-issue.  A woman student beside him echoed that.  

So I countered with, “Oh I see.  Your town is so small that you do not have a high school at all.”   

Both the man and the woman admitted that they did in fact have a high school in their towns, but that it was quite small.  When asked about how many students total were at the high school, he answered, 

“About 60.”

To which I replied, “So you do have young people in your community.  They are just not in your worship service or church community.”

I think they got the point.

INVITAIONS: I had a very interesting meeting with my friend, Eriks Jekabsons.  He fled Latvia during the occupation and moved to Chicago to pastor a Latvian Lutheran church there.  He was the European middle weight amateur champion during the Soviet Occupation under the Soviet Union.  He opened a boxing gym in Chicago, before moving back to Latvia some years ago.  He entered politics and worked his way up to become Foreign Affairs Minister for the country.  He shared that he is concerned about youth in communities being out of contact with the church.  He put together a tour through the rural areas of Latvia to speak to youth and to teachers.  He brought with him The World’s Strongest man from Latvia.  (No kidding.  He was on ESPN.)  He also brought Latvia’s entry into the Miss Universe pageant.  Both are Christians.  We talked about the possibility of a return trip sometime, and he said, “Come in summer and tour with us.”  (Anita was so funny.  She said, “The World’s Strongest Man, Miss Universe…and…who?  LOL.)  But I think what he has in mind is my meeting with the pastors in the towns and talking with them pastor to pastor.  (Although this pastor also has a doctorate in preaching to youth.)  

I also have a standing invitation to teach a preaching intensive at Luther Academy if I can arrange to be in Latvia a bit longer period, either September or early May.  Sandra told me that she has cleared this with the new dean, Gatis, IF it is at the very beginning or very end of the school year.

CONCLUSION: In looking back over the trip, it seemed to me that God blessed my stay, and honored my efforts.  But as I said at the beginning, I leave that to you.  Again, I want to thank you for your prayers, which sustained me throughout.  My sense is that it is not God’s will that I travel to Latvia without invitation for specific work.  Having said that, I feel like the only way I could be sure was to take the step, make the trip, and then decide.  So I would not do it this way again.  But it may be a moot point.  I have been invited to take point in bringing high school students to Latvia next summer for Youth Encounter, Side by Side.  I probably have enough in funds for one trip after that, maybe two.  Since entering seminary, and accepting a call to the South Central Synod, the support I receive from congregations has dried up.  Our team fund kept me going for awhile.  Now I am working my way through the tithe from my mother’s estate.  (She was my staunchest supporter in my work in Latvia.)  Our synod has a good, strong commitment to our Partner Synod in Northern India.  I think our synod has managed and supported that relationship very well.  So with our national church struggling financially, there is simply no source of support at this time.  Whatever God has in store, it’s been a very good run.  Es esmu atbraucis lai kalpotu.  (I have come to serve.)  Dievam un Latvijai! (For God and Latvia!)
