LATVIA TRIP SUMMARY FOR FEBRUARY 2007


Having people praying for you is always a wonderful thing.  But when I am serving overseas in Latvia, “prayer cover” is essential.  I knew there would be challenges during this trip, and I was not wrong.  It began right away as I was trying to get my guitar to Latvia with me.  To get past the need for a bag waiver, I got all my things into one big suitcase, so my guitar would be the second bag.  Problem?  The suitcase was way too heavy.  In the last year they dropped the weight limit from 70 lbs. down to 50.  So there I was.  (My bag was actually about 85 pounds!)  So they were going to hit me up for the heavy bag penalty, which was almost as much as the extra bag penalty, but not quite.  She gave me the option of unloading stuff into a box to check or leaving it as it was.  I decided to leave it since the fine was a bit lower.  She checked with her manager and said that if I would unload into a box and check it through, they would allow me to carry the guitar on the plane so it would not be a checked bag and no penalty.  Gladly.  
Any time one plane was late, the next one was too, and I missed no connections.  The airport in Riga even gave the Archbishop’s secretary incorrect arrival info!  But still that worked out and I made it into Old Riga.  God is good.

LECTURES AND WORKSHOPS


My invitation was to come to Latvia to teach a series of lectures to pastoral students at the Lutheran Seminary in Riga.  I was also asked to give two workshops on practical preaching for pastors as continuing education.  My friend Sandra, who is the assistant dean at the seminary, warned me there would be conflicts about this.  The Latvian Lutheran Church, including the Luther Academy Seminary, is struggling with their “Lutheran Identity” and what that is exactly.  Conservatives don’t want to do anything differently from the way Martin Luther did it 470 years ago, essentially.  Any variation is quickly denounced as “non-Lutheran”.  There is a group of Lutherans who broke away from the Latvian Lutheran Church (LELB) years ago who are still on the attack of anything LELB does, trying to establish themselves (Augsburg Institute / AI) as the “true Lutherans”.  So I landed with a target on my chest.  A.I. immediately started challenging my work there as “non” or “anti” Lutheran.  And it was not limited to the schism group.  


The original thought was that I would be teaching a week of intensive lectures on preaching.  The board decided they were not ready for that yet, so it was backed off to an hour a day over five days.  While Sandra was out of the country, the conservatives on staff objected to even this, saying they were not willing to give up their own classes for these lectures by me.  (They are convinced that the seminary does not need to teach preaching at all to pastoral students.  That is so beyond me I can’t even comment on it.)  The new Rector countered that I am invited already.  What did they suggest?  They convinced him to limit my lectures to four hours total, to only fourth year students, including two hours on Friday evening when fourth years normally don’t even come.  So they effectively cut me down to two hours with only four students, successfully invalidating my whole purpose in being there.  These men are people I have known for years, one a friend from my first trip to Latvia in 1992!  So, yea, it was hard.


But…then Sandra got back from out of the country and went ballistic.  She convinced the new Rector (Dr. William Weinrich, formerly of Concordia Ft. Wayne) that if it was fair not to take lectures away from those not willing to give them up, then it was also fair to take lectures from those willing to give them up.  Dr. Weinrich agreed.  And Sandra went to work.  Before she was finished, I was teaching 11 hours during my second week.  That is over twice what I had originally been offered, and almost as many as if I was doing a weeklong intensive!  Sandra saw this as a move of God not only to validate my trip and work with students, but her trust that I would be able to do it well.  But now, I had to figure out how to do 11 hours of lectures to students of different years at different times on different days.  God solved that issue by waking me up in the middle of the night (as He often does in such situations) and leading me through the schedule of what to teach when.  The schedule was set for seminary lectures in week two.  But my first workshop took place my first full day in Riga.  I convinced Sandra that since conflicting events limited the number of pastors who were able to attend my two workshops last year, it would be prudent to present the same workshops.  This turned out to be a good call, because there were more pastors at the first workshop this year than at both combined last year.  I began with a review of the hard realities of postmodern culture, and then presented the Narrative preaching method.  We ended with an exercise on preaching the stories of the Bible.  

On my second day I was able to meet with the new Rector over lunch in Old Riga and we talked Lutheran theology over a beer.  Pretty amazing, since he was the head of the Ph.D. program at Concordia!  Good meeting.  


The second week was especially challenging, because I was giving lectures each evening at Luther Academy Seminary, but on Tuesday I also did the second preaching workshop as continuing education for pastors.  The second workshop was on preaching from images and mystagogical preaching (from my doctoral thesis work).  This meant lecturing for over six hours on Tuesday.  As it turned out, Sandra decided we needed to run the second workshop on Wednesday as well for those pastors who could not make it on Tuesday.  So on Wednesday I also lectured for over six hours.  By Wednesday night my voice was pretty well shot.  But the workshop went very well.  They were able to see a mystagogical sermon by watching my final doctoral project sermon on video.  One pastor (he was not a younger one) was so excited to tell me that he had decided to preach the parable of the sower of seeds last Sunday without notes from the front after last week’s workshop.  After the workshop, a younger pastor came up and we talked about how to get the word out that they were using preaching methods more accessible to youth in his town.  When I suggested that one or two of his high school students spread the word at school during the week, he was excited about the prospect of reaching out to the youth of his community.  Good stuff.

After Wednesday night I picked up some herbal, holistic cough medicine and started firing down vitamin C tablets, nursing my voice.  I made it through Thursday and Friday’s lectures to the fourth year students.  They agreed that they needed to be there Friday night and did not play hooky.  These lectures and workshops were my main reason for being in Latvia to serve on this trip.  A.I. attacked my work publicly.  One close friend at Luther Academy challenged the value of my work and lectures during the week.  Another just pretty much ignored me.  Several pastors did not see the point of what I had come to share.  But overall the workshops and the lectures were well received.  Thank you for your prayers of support.

PREACHING AND TEACHING


When I was in Latvia with high school students in the summer of 2002 I met youth from a church near Riga and their pastor.  Several times he has invited me to come and preach at his church.  Each time I have delivered my sermon in Latvian, reading it as it was translated for me from English.  I had this opportunity this trip as well.  Saturday night I stayed in the home of one of the students and her family.  The sermon I was sharing was really meant to be shared from the front with no notes.  But the translator for Katlakalns, who is actually very gifted, did not feel comfortable in translating it as I gave it, so she wrote out the translation and I read it.  Then afterward during fellowship time with the people of the congregation I shared how important these “new” preaching methods are in reaching youth.  Their pastor takes a pretty conservative approach, yet he is very open to my coming to preach.  (I think his main concern is that he not have to preach that way, as he has not come to the workshops the last two years.)  A large part of what I did in lectures and workshops and in congregations was advocate for a heart for youth in the congregation and the communities.

The next Sunday I was at my “home” congregation outside Riga: Sloka Church.  The new pastor there, Janis, is the brother of my good friend who has been my translator in the past and is the secretary to the Archbishop, Mara.  Janis was the only pastor in Latvia who invited me to preach at his churches while I was still a seminary student.  He is open to postmodern preaching methods as a way of reaching out to youth and was happy to have me preach this way at his church.  With Mara translating as I delivered the sermon I was able to preach the same sermon from the aisle with no notes.  I noticed a fair number of young people in the congregation, and preached the sermon directly to them.  Then we were off to Janis’ smaller congregation, Kemeri.  I was warned to prepare for a cold worship service.  The week before, the temperature in the sanctuary during worship was 30 F !  It was not as bad on this day.  It was almost 40 during worship.  Luckily I had a sweater on over my cleric shirt, under my robe.  But that is really cold.  The sermon was well received there as well.  Then back to Sloka for a Sunday school meeting with high school and college age students.  One youth drove all the way back to Sloka from Kemeri to be at that meeting.  It was great.  I asked them what they wanted to talk about (which is still considered revolutionary after all these years).  They wanted to hear the story of St. Valentine.  I gladly shared it, and then went on to tell the story of St. Patrick, and the history behind our Christmas and Easter celebrations.  We talked about other celebrations based in paganism, like Halloween and in Latvia, St. John’s day.  Then we covered current movies and Christian Rock and Roll.  (I play rock every time we meet.)  Finally I asked them what they thought about the sermon presentation.  I asked them to be honest.  Their pastor, my friend Janis, listened in as they told how much they appreciated this way of preaching that held their attention and made the Bible passage come alive for them.  I asked them about the Message of the sermon and they shared the meaning they had taken from it as I preached.  It made the trip very worthwhile for me.
INTERVIEWS AND APPEARANCES


When I reflect back, it amazes me how many new people I met in Latvia as a result of the trip with high school students in 2002.  That trip almost didn’t take place, and my life in Latvia would have been so much the less without the people I met at that time and have stayed in touch with.  While we were working on renovating the worship space of the church in Baldone we met many people, including the current president of that congregation.  We were taken to share at a school, which is also an hospital for disabled children, which is also an orphanage.  Each time I am in Latvia I visit Baldone and sing for the students at the school/hospital/orphanage (in Latvian, of course).  It is a blessing for me to be a blessing to them, and each year they remember me and welcome me back.  (That is why it is so important for me to get my guitar to Latvia every year.)  This year I was able to make it to Baldone and visit the church president and his family.  He took me to the school to sing and share with them.  During my time in Baldone I was able to talk about work with youth and children at Baldone with his wife and with the former president of the church.  They are working hard to build a program to keep youth involved in the church.  I met their current Sunday school teacher who is also at the Law School in Riga.  It is “interesting” that the president is so encouraging and hospitable about my coming to Baldone in that my good friend, now a detractor, is the pastor of that church.  Funny how things work out.

The man from Milwaukee who first shared Latvia with us now lives there full time.  I met with him my last time in Latvia, and he referred me to a woman at the Latvian Christian Radio station.  We met and talked, and she invited me to the station to be interviewed the next time I was in Latvia.  That interview took place this trip.  We recorded two half-hour segments to air on Monday, February 26th and Monday, March 5th.  (I am going to try to listen to them streamed on internet.)  The first session we just talked about who I was and what I was doing in Latvia this trip.  The second session focused on work with youth in a postmodern culture, including movies and Christian Rock and Roll.  She is very concerned about the spread of paganism in Latvia among youth, and we touched on the implications of our postmodern culture in contributing to this spread of paganism in both interviews.  

Earlier in my trip Sandra interviewed me for an article in Svetdien Rits (“Sunday Morning”) the national newspaper of LELB nationwide.  I was surprised the Friday before I left when the weekly paper came out with a full-page article about me and about my work in Latvia with the Church.  Sandra has promised a translation of the article into English at some point.  It would be really good to have, but Sandra is SO busy I will not be shocked or terribly disappointed if it takes a good while to get here.

MEETINGS


There were two other formal meetings of note.  The Northwest Lower Michigan Synod of the ELCA (“The Mitten Synod”) became sister synods with LELB several years ago.  Each time I go to Latvia, I contact the bishop to ask if there is anything I can do to promote or support that sister synod relationship.  Bishop Hanson called just before I left, asking me to meet with their contact / liaison there to discuss strengthening the connection.  I met with Artis.  It turns out he will be going to their Synod Assembly in Michigan in June, which is a good start.  I shared with him our sister synod relationship with Northern India and the importance of our trips there as a group.  I suggested that the best way to build understanding would be for a group to come from Michigan.  The bishop has come, but a group has not as of yet.  The complicating factor is that there is a pretty large population of Latvian “exiles” in Lower Michigan, and the Latvian Church in exile does not think much of their native Latvian brothers and sisters.  It’s important to “get” that knowing the Latvian church in the USA does not mean you know the Latvian church in Latvia.  I hope a group from Michigan gets to make the trip to Latvia soon, to appreciate my home away from home.

The second meeting I had was also important.  I got to meet with the church representative in charge of repairs and renovations of church property.  I shared with him my interest in bringing together a group of college age students in the spring of ’08 to come for a week during Spring Break and work on church renovation and repair.  He liked the idea and we talked about a tentative schedule over a nine-day stay, along with travel and sleeping arrangements.  I got his card, and we promised to keep in touch as we look at putting together a team of college age students to come late March of ’08.  I am excited about the possibility of sharing my experience in Latvia with students from here.

VISITS


It is good to be able to visit friends and stay with them while in Latvia.  It is sometimes hard to know when you are accepting hospitality and when you are imposing on the good will of your friends.  It’s a tough call sometimes.  I do the best I can to get the balance right.  This is my favorite part of the trip.  Too often I do not get to spend much time with some of the friends I have met over the years.  This time also I missed hooking up with some friends I had hoped to see, but was grateful for time I was able to spend with others.

When will you be coming back to Latvia?


This is the most often asked question on that side of the Atlantic.  (The most often asked questions on this side of the Atlantic are: Are you Latvian by descent?  No?  Then how did you first get involved in Latvia?)  My answer is always pretty much: God knows.  But there are several possibilities.  As mentioned above, I hope to bring a group of college age students to Latvia in the spring of ’08 to work on a church.  The plan would be that a group of adult chaperons would work with me during that week and would be responsible for bringing the students back home, leaving me free to stay and work another week in Latvia after the students had returned with the adult chaperons.  In addition, Sandra is very interested in arranging a true preaching intensive either at the beginning of the first semester (the first week of September) or the beginning of the second semester (the first week of February).  She is thinking a two week intensive.  I have a couple reservations about this.  First, that is 30 hours of lectures – a huge time commitment.  Second, because they are evening classes, that would severely limit what I am able to do in Latvia otherwise, including whom I am able to see during my stay.  It is even possible, though unlikely, that I might be asked to accompany a group from Michigan, to help “host” them while in Latvia.  God knows.  We trust.  Thank you to all of you who made it through this relatively long summary.  Photos will be available along with a caption summary on our church website: www.stjohnsbeaverdam.org. 
