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the world

Don’t you love this issue’s cover shot? After reading the “Deep 
Roots” story, you may want to take a trip to the westernmost LCMS 
congregation in the lower 48. While there, hop over to Grass Valley 
and see how the saints are reaching out to local teens. Maybe you’d 
like to head to the Czech Republic next to observe how our missionaries 
are using an app to bring the Gospel to Czech-speaking residents. From there, you 
could travel to Taiwan and join the Lutheran saints as they use their new Chinese 
Lutheran Service Book. Too exotic? Then I’d recommend that you head to Wylie, 
Texas, to see what a church plant is like. Wherever you roam this summer, take 
this issue of Lutherans Engage the World and check out what you and your gifts are 
accomplishing far and wide!

In Christ,
Pamela J. Nielsen
Associate Executive Director, LCMS Communications

From the Editor

His Yoke Is Easy  
and His Burden Is Light
Jesus said: “Come to me, all who labor and are heavy laden, and  
I will give you rest. Take my yoke upon you, and learn from me, for  
I am gentle and lowly in heart, and you will find rest for your souls.  
For my yoke is easy, and my burden is light” (MATT. 11:28–30).

As I write these words, my heart skips a beat over the 7,000 or so things that 
are on my to-do list. What haven’t I gotten done for my family or at work or with 
friends that was promised long ago? To whom should I reach out for a long-overdue 
conversation that one (or both) of us dreads? Why am I suddenly replaying in my 
mind specific sins from my past?

You too? All this is the Law — relentlessly, perfectly grinding us into the dust. But 
then Jesus says, “Come to me,” and perfectly explains why we sleepless, wandering 
beggars have been gathered in sacred assembly around His font, pulpit and altar.

Christ, the Son of God, He of gentleness and humility, wants us near Him, to 
receive and bear His yoke of perfect righteousness delivered. It’s as trusting and 
childlike as that. His yoke is easy and His burden is light because, as one of our 
forefathers in the faith put it: We do not bear grace; grace bears us.

Anything we’re doing as the Church, the one Body of Christ in His mission field 
both near and far, comes with and under that simple premise. We rejoice and give 
thanks and pray for strength and mutual encouragement under Christ’s yoke, that 
we would gently place it upon the souls of our fellow weary sinners — wherever in 
the world we might find them.

Take a look at the pages that follow for a glimpse of how God blesses the labors of 
His people and sustains them with the peace that passes all understanding.

In Christ,
Rev. Kevin D. Robson
Chief Mission Officer, The Lutheran Church—Missouri Synod

https://engage.lcms.org
https://engage.lcms.org
mailto:lutheransengage%40lcms.org%20?subject=
http://lcms.org
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The Rev. Tyrel Bramwell (above) serves at St. Mark’s Lutheran Church in 
Ferndale, Calif.

Deep Roots 
in Northern 
California
Kevin Armbrust 

Lutherans in 
Ferndale, Calif., 
bring the love of 
Christ to a town 
caught between 
tradition and 
change.



Q & A

How did your previous 
experiences equip you for 

this position?
I was a parish pastor for 
27 years, have a degree in 
accounting and worked as 
a business consultant after 
graduating from college. I 
also have the experience of 
becoming a Lutheran as an 
adult. All of these have given 
me insights. But it’s the daily 
application of the Gospel to 
the lives of people that has 
had the biggest impact on me 
as a pastor. 

What are the biggest 
challenges facing 

national mission?
Our biggest challenges are the 
church’s biggest challenges. 
Our congregations and schools 
are under great financial and 
resource pressures. These 
impact the well-being and 
job satisfaction of our church 

workers. Internal studies have 
shown that many people who 
have “left” the LCMS still feel 
committed to our doctrine and 
practice, but they’ve moved 
to an area where we don’t 
have a strong presence. We 
need to get them back. … At 
every level, we need to fix the 
factional spirit that threatens 
the church (in every age), and 
focus on our joint mission as 
we love one another and apply 
the Gospel to one another. 

What about the biggest 
opportunities?

We are doing well in evan-
gelism. The LCMS has more 
adult converts (as a percentage 
of membership) than any truly 
Christian denomination. The 
Holy Spirit is at work among 
us. People from every nation 
are coming into our neigh-
borhoods. Americans are 
expressing despair, anxiety 

and great spiritual longing at 
record levels. We have Christ 
and His pure, eternal Gospel 
to share. 

Tell me about the new 
Making Disciples for Life 

initiative.
LCMS President Matthew 
Harrison gave the ONM the 
task of creating resources 
to help congregations reach 
out to the lost, retain and 
strengthen the baptized 
(from the cradle to the grave), 
provide leadership resources, 
strengthen Lutheran fami-
lies, and plant new churches. 
Making Disciples for Life is 
a big project that will put 
field-tested, theologically solid 
resources at the fingertips of 
God’s people 24 hours a day 
through the internet as well as 
through people you can write 
to or call. It will provide grants 
for church planting and host 

2

3

4 5

1 regional events. … What’s more, 
this initiative is designed to 
grow when we work together as 
a Synod. 

Finally, what do you hope to 
achieve through your work?

I want to bring the Gospel to 
those who are beaten down by 
the devil, the world and their 
sinful flesh. Every church 
worker I know struggles with 
feeling beaten up by their 
shortcomings and the size of 
the task. Eternity is at stake! 
At the end of my service, I 
would love people to say of the 
ONM, “They had my back. They 
loved me, worked alongside me 
and would never let me forget 
I’m a dearly loved child of the 
resurrection.”

WITH ONM E XECUTIVE DIREC TOR  
REV. ROBERT ZAGOREAQ&

BY MEGAN K.  MERTZ

|  L E A R N  M O R E  |
lcms.org/how-we-serve/national-mission

In May 2018, the Rev. Robert 
Zagore, most recently of Traverse 
City, Mich., began serving as 
executive director of the LCMS 
Office of National Mission (ONM). 
In this role, he oversees the Synod’s 
programs and resources available 
to congregations, districts, 
schools and Recognized Service 
Organizations within the United 
States. With a year under his belt, 
Zagore talks about the state of 
national mission and the Synod’s 
new Making Disciples for Life 
initiative. 

Megan K. Mertz is managing 
editor of Lutherans Engage the 
World and chief copy editor for 
LCMS Communications.
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Deep Roots  in Northern California
LUTHERANS IN FERNDALE, CALIF., BRING THE LOVE OF CHRIST 
TO A TOWN CAUGHT BETWEEN TRADITION AND CHANGE.

BY KEVIN ARMBRUST

engage. lcms.org  • 3
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“W e stick to the Word. 
There’s no tricks,” said 

Tom Hubner, who was baptized 
at St. Mark’s Lutheran Church in 
Ferndale, Calif., and now serves 
as an elder. “It’s a very loving and 
caring church. We have a bunch of 
good people here.” 

St. Mark’s has the distinc-
tion of being the westernmost 
congregation of The Lutheran 
Church—Missouri Synod (LCMS) 
in the contiguous United States. 
Ferndale is a small town with less 
than 1,500 residents, in an area 
famous for its Redwood forests. 
This picturesque, idyllic town  
has been used as the setting for 
many movies. 

“Everyone in town, their goal is 
to create that … Norman Rockwell-
ideal America,” said the Rev. Tyrel 
Bramwell, pastor of St. Mark’s. 

Cultural Struggle

But Ferndale is fighting. The 
battle may not be obvious or even 
perceived by those in the fray, 
but the struggle is real. Every day, 
the shift toward the progressive 
— toward even more disparate 
and new views of life — washes 
over this northern California 
community. At the same time, no 
one wants to lose what they have. 
History. Roots. A past that affects 
the present and, hopefully, the 
future. 

“Our neighbors around us want 
to … hold on to the tradition, the 
past,” explained Bramwell, when 
talking about being a traditional 
pastor of a liturgical church in a 
progressive California town. “We 
are doing on Sunday what they are 
doing every week on Main Street.” 
But at St. Mark’s, the roots are not 
found in Americana or Victorian 
architecture, but in Christ and 
His Word. 

Newlyweds Matthew and Rachel 
Shiney are meeting with Bramwell 
for adult catechism classes. They 

both treasure the deep roots that 
they find at St. Mark’s. Though much 
younger than the typical member, 
both Matthew and Rachel long for the 
one truth that anchors life, no matter 
when or where they live. 

“I was talking to my mom about us 
taking classes here, and she said she 
was confirmed here,” said Rachel. 
“My grandmother was also a member 
here.” Yet the struggle between tradi-
tion and new ideas is real. Societal 
influence and scriptural teachings 
often collide as Bramwell meets with 
people interested in St. Mark’s. 

“A lot of churches I had been  
to excluded the law and sin … 
If we aren’t sinners and don’t 

talk about sin, why do we  
need a Savior?”

— MATTHEW SHINEY

The Rev. Tyrel Bramwell carries a sign into 
St. Mark’s on an April afternoon. The sign 
indicates the church is open for community 
members to walk in.

St. Mark’s Lutheran Church, in small-town Ferndale, 
Calif., is the westernmost LCMS congregation in the 
contiguous United States.
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A Long History

St. Mark’s enjoys a long history 
in Ferndale. This congregation 
was started April 26, 1906, 
and during its history has 
sent missionaries and started 
daughter congregations 
throughout Humboldt County 
and the surrounding area. 
Many German Lutherans 
came to the Eel River Valley, 
especially Ferndale, due to 
the dairy farming. Though 
dairy farms are still prevalent, 
artisanal lifestyles and 
progressive ideals compete 
with traditions for the focus of 
Ferndale’s residents. 

But history is far from 
the only attractive aspect 
of St. Mark’s. “What I really 
appreciate about Pastor is his 
emphasis on Law and Gospel,” 
said Matthew. “A lot of church-
es I had been to excluded the 
law and sin. … If we aren’t sin-
ners and don’t talk about sin, 
why do we need a Savior?”

Carol Russell was looking 
forward to her Baptism at 
St. Mark’s on Easter Sunday, 

and she wanted to make sure 
the focus was on Jesus. “When 
the choice was about being 
baptized on Easter, initially I 
was thinking, no, I don’t want 
to do that. I don’t want the 
focus on me, I want it on our 
Lord Jesus. But then I thought, 
no, that’s what He wants us 
to do. What a gift and a joy. It 
pleases Him, so absolutely. I 
want to be baptized on Easter.”

Active in the 
Community

Bramwell drives his well-
known VW bus around 
Ferndale when he’s not 
walking Main Street. 
Everyone knows his bus. 
Some even want his bus in 
city events. Bramwell laughs 
and says that they want the 
bus for their pictures, not a 
guy wearing a clerical collar 
driving the bus. But the collar 
is welcome because it belongs 
to the driver of the bus. 
And sometimes the collar is 

welcome because Bramwell 
has shown that he cares about 
the community and its people. 

Whenever Bramwell is 
at church, he places a sign 
outside that invites the 
community in for meditation 
and prayer. Not many take 
him up on the offer, but people 
notice the openness and the 
effort to be an important part 
of Ferndale. 

Love for neighbor flows 

out of love from Christ. 
And Bramwell teaches and 
preaches both, all pointing to 
God’s love for sinners on the 
cross of Jesus. 

The congregation, like its 
pastor, is active in the com-
munity. Matthew described 
St. Mark’s by saying, “They do 
church well here. They love 
and support their neighbors.” 

Bramwell works hard to be 
an important member of the 

Above: Bramwell (right) greets other residents as he walks down the street in downtown Ferndale.  
Top right: Bramwell and his daughter, Bethany, prepare for the evening Lenten service on April 10.  
Bottom right: Worshipers gather for the Lenten service.

Newlyweds Rachel and Matthew Shiney listen during an adult catechism class with 
Bramwell in April.
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close-knit community. “Pastor 
Bramwell has been a godsend,” 
said Julie Kreitzer, who owns 
a store on Main Street in 
Ferndale. “It’s been an inspira-
tion to the community since 
he’s been here.” Bramwell 
serves as the secretary for the 
Chamber of Commerce and 
volunteers along with mem-
bers of St. Mark’s in a lot of the 
events in Ferndale. 

“I’m alienating myself from 
my neighbors in worldview, in 
my morals and in my beliefs,” 
explained Bramwell. “Being 
different from my neighbors 
doesn’t mean I don’t love 
them. The obstacle is how to 
bring Christ into their world 
in a way they will under-
stand. We are trying to … 
bring Christ crucified for the 
forgiveness of their sins. … In 
Ferndale, it’s very neighbor-
oriented. Just being a good 
neighbor gets us miles down 
the road.”

Love Reciprocated

The community of Ferndale 
has indeed seen the love that 
Bramwell shares. And they 

are responding. The Bramwell 
family is currently facing a 
health crisis, as Bramwell’s 
son has been diagnosed 
with cancer. Ferndale held 
a community fundraiser 
to support the Bramwells, 
who must travel six hours 
each way for treatments. 
Ferndale typically requires 
significant time from new 
residents before they are 
accepted as one of their own. 
But the Bramwells’ love for 
the community has been 
reciprocated, even though 
they have only lived there a 
short time. 

The windows in town 
promote love and concern 
for this conservative pastor’s 
family. Fliers advertising the 
fundraiser remain, even after 
the event. Love received and 
love shown. 

As different as northern 
California might be from 
the settings of many LCMS 
congregations, the work is es-
sentially the same. Bramwell 
visits his members who 
can’t come to worship. He 
visits those in the hospital. 
He serves with Word and 

Above: Bramwell (left) sits down to lunch with his wife, Jessica, and their son, Jonas, at a restaurant 
in downtown Ferndale. Top right: Bramwell distributes Holy Communion during a shut-in visit.  
Bottom right: Bramwell leads evening Lenten service at his congregation.

|  L E A R N  M O R E  | 
lcms.org/witness-outreach

FIND RESOURCES 
FOR SHARING 
THE GOSPEL 
IN YOUR 
COMMUNITY.

Sacrament. “Like any other 
community across America 
or throughout the world, this 
community is full of sinners 
… . We bring to them the love 
of Christ, and we show them 
that they are not alone in 
their struggles.” 

“The challenge is to get 
people to understand that the 
Lord is important,” said elder 
Tom Hubner. “That’s the way it 
is everywhere.” 
 
Dr. Kevin Armbrust is director 
of Editorial for LCMS 
Communications.
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There’s an App for That:  
Sharing the Gospel in the 
Czech Republic

BY CINDY ZIRBEL WRUCKE

“ Go therefore and make disciples of all nations, 
baptizing them in the name of the Father and of 
the Son and of the Holy Spirit” (MATT. 28:19).

The command sounds simple. The task is hard.

In Prague, Czech Republic, most Czechs avoid eye contact and 
conversation, especially with people who don’t speak their 

difficult language. On buses, trams and metros, people plug into 
their mobile devices with earbuds and headphones. 

Bible, sign up to have a daily 
Scripture verse or prayer sent 
to their mobile device, find 
information about the local 
Lutheran church, or email a 
pastor with any questions. 

The app was designed to 
reach Czech people, although 
users can choose English or 
Czech — the two languages 
used in the Lutheran church 
in Prague. Since most Czechs 
have never attended a church 
service before, the app’s 
church information section 
explains the basics — what to 
wear, the parts of the service 
and so on — so that there are 
no surprises. 

Congregation members are 
distributing cards with QR 
codes to access the app in vari-
ous locations around Prague, 
including at coffee shops and 
cafes. Users can also share the 
app with friends and family. 
Free Bibles are available for 
pickup at the church each 
week, with a bilingual Czech 
pastor or deacon on hand 
to welcome newcomers and 
answer questions.

The pilot test runs through 
October 2019 and will contin-
ue if there is enough interest 
and available funding. The 
technology for the mobile app 
is simple. The power of God’s 
Word completes the task.

Cindy Zirbel Wrucke is director of communications for the Synod’s 
Eurasia region.

Furthermore, nearly 80 
percent of Czechs identify as 
atheists. Even the pastors of 
the Evangelical Church of the 
Augsburg Confession in the 
Czech Republic (ECAVvČR) 
describe Czechs as suspicious 
and untrusting. 

How do you share the 
Gospel with people who are 
so disconnected? How do you 
build relationships or even 
start conversations when 
people are tuned out? 

While looking for ways to 
connect with their neighbors, 
ECAVvČR pastors and an 
LCMS missionary came up 
with the idea of using technol-
ogy to share the Gospel. The 
resultant Czech Prayer App, 
currently being pilot tested, 
asks the user how they feel 
today, and then connects them 
to Scripture passages that ad-
dress those emotions.

But technology is not a sub-
stitute for the church. If an app 
only allows people to access 
Scripture and prayer, how do 
they connect with a Lutheran 
church, where they can be 
baptized and instructed in 
the faith?

That’s why the new app 
offers a variety of ways to take 
the next step. After reading 
the supplied Scripture pas-
sages, users can request a free 
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BY MEGAN K.  MERTZ

Among the 37,000 students at the 
University of Georgia (UGA) in the heart of Athens, Ga., it can 
be hard to find a place to belong. But for Alana Cordak and 
other Lutheran students, Christus Victor Lutheran Church 
and Student Center has become a “second home” and a trusted 
place to grow in the faith.

“I’ll come here to study because it’s quiet,” says the atmo-
spheric sciences major, as she pores over her thermodynamics 
textbook on the church’s sunny porch on an April afternoon. 
Cordak regularly attends worship, Bible study, game nights, 
retreats and other events at the church, which is located in the 
middle of the sprawling UGA campus. 

With the help of area LCMS congregations, the Rev. Greg 
Michael, pastor of Christus Victor, seeks to build relationships 
with students like Cordak as early as possible in their college 
careers — sometimes before they ever step on campus. 

A campus ministry in Georgia partners with congregations to provide college 
students with a church home away from home.
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Students walk past Christus Victor Lutheran Church and Student  
Center in Athens, Ga., as they head to class at the University of Georgia.

“I encourage 
students to think 
about college 
before they even get 
there. What is your 
faith life going to look like?  
What opportunities are there  
at your school?” — Rev. Greg Michael
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A Unique Partnership

Two hours away from UGA, 
at Mount Calvary Lutheran 
Church in Warner Robins, 
Ga., staff members work with 
Christus Victor and other area 
campus ministries to guide 
their departing high school se-
niors to new churches where 
they can continue receiving 
the Word and Sacraments. 

Not only does Mount 
Calvary’s director of Christian 
education, Pete LeBorious, 
try to equip youth to take 
faith into their next phase of 
life, but he occasionally takes 
small groups of students on 
day trips to visit the campus 
ministry at the college they 
are preparing to attend. 

“It’s an incredibly casual 
thing,” says LeBorious, who 
happens to be Pastor Michael’s 
brother-in-law. “We usually 
meet at the church and then 
either drive somewhere or 
walk somewhere for lunch. I 
start by talking with my high 
school kids and the campus 
pastor. By about halfway 
through lunch, I’m out of 
the conversation. I’m just an 
observer because now they are 
sharing their stories and the 
campus pastor is telling them 
about the ministry.”

LeBorious has done this 
several times for schools like 
UGA, and he views it as part of 
developing lifelong disciples.

“We lose 80 to 90 percent of 
our graduates to residential 
colleges, so we’re equipping 
them to make a home wher-
ever they go,” he says. “They 
have a strong identity with us, 
but the most important thing 
is having a place where you 
are fed by the Word no matter 
where you are.”

The Next Steps

But the day trips are just the 
first step. At UGA, Michael 
reaches out to more than 40 
Lutheran congregations in 
the state to find out which 
ones have students headed to 
Athens. When opportunities 
arise throughout the year, 
he also assists at regional 
or district youth events and 
visits congregations to talk to 
youth groups.

“I encourage students to 
think about college before 
they even get there. What is 
your faith life going to look 
like? What opportunities are 
there at your school?” he says, 
noting that church attendance 
can fall by the wayside in the 
excitement of going to college. 
A recent study from LifeWay 
Research agrees: 66 percent 
of teenagers who regularly 
attended a Protestant church 
in the U.S. will drop out for at 
least a year between the ages 
of 18 and 22.

Through student activity 

fairs and later follow-ups, 
Michael aims to have seven 
points of contact with each 
interested student — and 
he encourages at least a few 
of these to be from current 
Christus Victor students.

“Having a point of contact 
is welcoming for students 
who may not know anyone,” 
he says. “Students feel like 
somebody cares for them, and 
it also fosters leadership in 
our students.”

Growing in the  
Body of Christ

Logan Jahnke, who graduated 
from UGA’s graduate school in 
May, first met Michael during 
a day trip with LeBorious. At 
the time, Jahnke was getting 
ready to transfer to UGA for his 
sophomore year of undergrad 
and was looking for an LCMS 
church to attend, since his pre-
vious school didn’t have one.

Jahnke spent the next five 
years at Christus Victor, where 
he taught Sunday school 
classes and helped organize 
ministry events. Even though 
he’s been Lutheran his whole 
life, he also went through 
adult instruction with Michael 
after not knowing how to 
respond during a conversation 
with his non-Lutheran uncle 
during a family trip.

“I didn’t want to argue or 
bring up my belief, because 

I wasn’t as confident as I 
should have been. So, I real-
ized I really needed to take 
this class,” Jahnke recalls. 
“I texted Pastor Michael 
about 10 minutes after that. 
… It’s been great. He’s very 
knowledgeable.”

Michael says that he loves 
working both with his church 
members, who are mostly 
from the community, and with 
the 30 or so college students 
who attend regularly. “The 
students are interested, and 
they want to grow in their 
faith. It’s an opportunity to 
connect with young adults at 
a time in their life when they 
are trying to figure things out. 
It’s a great time to help them 
recognize their identity in 
Christ,” he says.

Part of that includes helping 
the students recognize the 
different roles in the Body of 
Christ, as they interact with 
Christus Victor’s 80 members 
of all ages. Michael encour-
ages the students and church 
members to get to know each 
other through servant events 
and game nights, which are 
open to people from both the 
university and community.

“The students have to learn 
that the congregants want to 
do stuff with them, and vice 
versa,” Michael says. “But it’s 
a nice dynamic to have them 
work together. It helps foster 
the idea of the bigger church.”

Sent By the Home 
Congregation

Although parents are often 
the ones to identify a campus 
ministry and encourage their 
student to attend, Michael says 
it’s better if it comes from the 
home congregation — some-
thing that many pastors might 
not think about doing.

He loves to receive calls 
from the home congregation 
alerting him that a Lutheran 

| CONNECT WITH A CAMPUS MINISTRY |
LCMS Campus Ministry connects and supports 
college-bound Lutheran students through an 
initiative called LCMS U. Visit lcms.org/lcmsu to find 
an LCMS U chapter near you or to use Campus Link 
to be connected to a ministry in your area.

“They have a strong identity with us, but the most 
important thing is having a place where you are fed by 
the Word no matter where you are .”— DCE Pete LeBorious

|  L E A R N  M O R E  |
engage.lcms.org/georgia-
ministry-summer-2019
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student is headed to UGA. It’s 
especially helpful when the 
congregation can offer some 
insight into the student’s per-
sonality and interest. 

“Will they like lots of con-
tact? Will they want to serve?” 
he says. “Having a feel for that 
puts more tools in the arsenal 
of the congregation that’s try-
ing to connect.”

Michael is dedicated to 
working together with other 
congregations and campus 
ministries to keep college stu-
dents connected to the Body of 
Christ as they head to college 
and beyond.

Reflecting on his five years 
at UGA, Jahnke says he is 
grateful for the opportuni-
ties Christus Victor has 
given him to grow in faith and 
leadership. “It’s given me a 
new perspective on different 
congregations. I’m moving up 
to Wisconsin in June for a job, 
and I can bring my experi-
ences to each new church.”

The Rev. Greg Michael (facing camera), pastor of Christus Victor 
Lutheran Church and Student Center, Athens, Ga., talks with 
graduate student Logan Jahnke during an adult instruction class.

L  Pete LeBorious, director of 
Christian education at Mount 
Calvary Lutheran Church, 
Warner Robins, Ga., chats 
with a family during a weekly 
dinner at the church.

engage. lcms.org  • 11
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M E R C Y  M O M E N T

“Above all, keep loving one 
another earnestly, since 
love covers a multitude of 
sins” (1 PETER 4:8).

The Hangout is a place to 
learn what love is about. 
Grace Lutheran Church 

in Grass Valley, Calif., hosts 
this after-school gathering in 
its old sanctuary, just down the 
hill from the local high school.

Deaconess Elizabeth Froh, 
who serves as director, is 
ready. She’s already set out 
the snacks, prepped the video 
games and written the day’s 
Scripture passage — 1 Peter 
4:8 — on the board.

Teenagers filter into small 
groups and chitchat. Others 
play a game of pool. One 
veges out with a video game. 
All graze on the food. In the 
former sanctuary housing the 
Hangout is a giant cross on the 
wall. It’s a not-so-subtle way of 
reminding everyone that God 
says “you are loved.”

“We’re meeting these 
teenagers right where they 
are,” Froh said. “Everyone is 

different and yet the same … . 
My reminder is to make sure 
you love.” She’s worked with 
students through some diffi-
cult issues. It’s not uncommon 
for students to come to the 
Hangout bearing the weight of 
suicidal tendencies, homeless-
ness and abuse.

High school student 
Leilani Carter treasures the 
Hangout because it’s a place of 
peace. And for parent Jessica 
Mahnke, the Hangout is a 
place of salvation; God worked 
through her son’s friend to 
bring him to the Hangout. 
Before then, he was struggling 
in life. She says the change is 
remarkable.

“The Hangout truly is a 
work of mercy for the people 
of Grace, and a key way for 
our congregation to love our 
neighbors as Christ first 
loved us,” said the Rev. Duane 
Bamsch, pastor of Grace. 
“While most of these youths 
don’t see us as their church 
home, we still make sure they 
know that they are always wel-
come among us as those who 

are fearfully and wonderfully 
made by God.”

“It’s those relationships you 
build that are key to making 
something like this work,” 
Froh said.

The Hangout was started 
10 years ago by members of 
Grace. Garrett and Pat Novak 
have watched from its incep-
tion. By the grace of God, 
the Hangout has grown into 
a steady stream of students 
throughout the years, and the 
Novaks rejoice to see God’s 
Church at work.

“We’re planting seeds. We 
don’t bring people to faith — 
God does that through the 
work of the Holy Spirit. We are 
called to tell others and share 
the Gospel. These teenagers 
know they’re broken and 
something is wrong,” said 
Froh. At the Hangout, she 
seeks to share her faith by 
teaching teens that “we’re 
not defined by who I am, but 
whose I am.”

Erik M. Lunsford is 
managing photojournalist 
for LCMS Communications.

BY ERIK M.  LUNSFORD

A Gospel-Centered 
Refuge for Teens
Grace Lutheran Church, Grass Valley, Calif., reaches out to local 
teenagers through an after-school program called the Hangout.

|  R E A D  |

Find more  
stories like this at  

joyfullylutheran.org.

PH
OT

OS
: L

CM
S 

CO
M

M
UN

IC
AT

IO
NS

/E
RI

K 
M

. L
UN

SF
OR

D

http://joyfullylutheran.org


engage. lcms.org  • 13

BY LINE

What a Time 
to Be Lutheran'

'

CONGREGATIONS IN 
TEXAS AND KANSAS 
have stepped out in faith 
to meet the challenges and 
opportunities presented by 
their unique situations.

BY KEVIN ARMBRUST AND ERIK M.  LUNSFORD
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The children’s choir rehearses before worship at Risen Savior Lutheran Church, Basehor, Kan. On the wall are banners from the two 
congregations that merged to form Risen Savior: St. Martin Evangelical Lutheran Church and Emmaus Lutheran Church.

he 
parishes of The 

Lutheran Church—
Missouri Synod share 

the common confession 
of Christ and Him crucified. 

United in this confession and 
sharing in the fellowship given 

by the Spirit, no two churches are 
located in the same situations. Just 
as sure as the steadfastness of 
God’s love and promises is the duty 
to serve where God has planted. 

God’s Word will not return to 
Him void. He will produce the 
harvest as He sees fit. And so 
the church will always be the 
church, preaching the Word, 
administering the Sacraments, 
in season and out of season. 
The uniqueness of each congre-
gation presents opportunities 
and challenges alike. Yet the 
Word of the Lord does not rest 
until the final harvest. 

The stories are as varied 
as the congregations. Some 
churches are in growing 
communities, which presents 
opportunities for church 
planting. Other congregations 
are facing decline and other 

challenges that question their 
ability to exist in the same way 
they have in the past. 

Faith Lutheran Church in 
Plano, Texas, presents a his-
tory of planting churches in 
its burgeoning surrounding 
area. Risen Savior Lutheran 
Church in Basehor, Kan., is the 
result of two congregations 
that decided combination 
was better than keeping their 
separate ways. In these, and 
in other stories not in these 
pages, it is the Spirit who 
builds Christ’s church, even as 
Jesus promised. 
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Risen Savior was founded in 2008,  
when two congregations merged.

A Place To Call  
Home in Kansas

“What a time to be Lutheran,” 
said the Rev. Robert Weinkauf, 
pastor of Risen Savior. “What a 
time to gravitate toward what 
makes us distinctly Lutheran, 
which is all about Christ.” 

Ein feste Burg ist unser Gott. 
A mighty fortress is our God. 
Luther’s words, painted on the 
frame, adorn the church door 
at Risen Savior. And in this 
sanctuary, God brought peace 
and stillness from tumultuous 
waters. 

Steve Mariano smiles and 
hands out bulletins for the ser-
vice. Others greet him and pat 
him on the shoulder. He’s the 
church historian; on the last 
Sunday in March, he’s an usher 
for the early service. Mariano 
remembers when there were 
two small struggling congre-
gations about seven miles 
apart — St. Martin Evangelical 
Lutheran Church and Emmaus 
Lutheran Church. 

What God joins together let 
no man put asunder. While 
that verse is about marriage, 
this is a story about God’s 
timing to wed two congrega-
tions with a combined history 

of more than 100 years. United 
in the lifeblood of the church 
— Word and Sacrament — the 
two joined in 2008 to form a 
vibrant congregation, Risen 
Savior Lutheran Church, in 
this relatively rural area out-
side Kansas City.

The two have become one. 
One in Christ. Evidence of 
this union pervades the new 
church building. Members 
never forget the past, but they 
rejoice in God’s continued 
faithfulness. Two crosses, one 
inset into the other as a perfect 
match, adorn the hallway wall 
leading to the fellowship hall. 
One came from Emmaus, the 
other St. Martin. “It’s a beauti-
ful symbol of how the con-
gregations meld together into 
one,” said member Krista Byrd. 

A foundation stone from 
each church is propped up 
in the sanctuary doorway. 
Two banners, one from each 
parish, hang on the wall fram-
ing two steep stained-glass 
windows, depicting Christ’s 
crucifixion and resurrection 
as our risen Savior. As the 
children’s choir rehearsed 
in the sanctuary before the 
second service, the past and 
the future testify to the hope 

all share in Christ. 
“It’s an amazing journey 

that our Lord puts before us,” 
said Weinkauf. 

“You had an older church 
which had a young pastor, a 
younger church with an older 
pastor, and both were having 
financial difficulties,” said 
Mariano. The proceeds from 
Emmaus’ land formed the seed 
money for Risen Savior and the 
younger pastor — Weinkauf 
— filled the role for both 
congregations when the older 
pastor retired. “The timing was 

perfect,” Mariano said.
A simple comment in 

September 2007 between the 
two pastors helped pave the 
way to the merger. Neighbors 
(even neighboring congre-
gations) learn to help each 
other when difficulties arise. 
In the face of uncertainty, 
with no clear path forward 
for either congregation, the 
thought of forming one new 
parish brought, despite the 
initial mixed emotions, hope 
and possibilities otherwise 
unattainable.

It’s an amazing journey that 
our Lord puts before us.”

 — Rev. Robert Weinkauf

http://engage.lcms.org
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It’s a beautiful 
symbol of 
how the 

congregations 
meld together 

into one.”
 — Krista Byrd

Church member Krista Byrd 
walks with the Rev. Robert 

Weinkauf following worship 
at Risen Savior. The cross 

behind them was formed by 
the crosses from the two 

congregations that merged 
to form Risen Savior.
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“[The church is] indeed 
heaven and earth coming 
together as in no other place 
on this earth, and so then we 
consider how do we treat each 
other. How do we work with 
each other?” said Weinkauf. 
“What does that mean beyond 
our four walls? And certainly, 
also what it means within our 
four walls.” 

The parishioners worked 
to bring the two congrega-
tions together. Conflict was 
resolved through prayer and 
discussion. A new building 
was erected — the steeple 
seen as you drive up the hilly 

road. When the sun descends 
in the West, the light casts a 
long shadow from the crucifix 
above the entrance. 

“The unity of the body is a 
common goal … . It’s a family 
feeling,” said member Tim 
Selbe.

This is the family of Risen 
Savior. A mighty fortress is 
our God. It is a good time to be 
Lutheran in Kansas. And oth-
ers are joining the family.

“One day we sat down in 
Risen Savior and knew it was 
home,” said Byrd, who joined 
with her family after the 
merger. “This place speaks 
the truth.” 

Brightly gleaming morning 
sunlight streams through the 
stained-glass windows above 
the altar, casting multicolored 
patches down the aisle and 
over the stone baptismal font. 
The glittering light reflects off 
the green glass baptismal pool.

On that Sunday, 21-year-old 
Colbey Remigio was bap-
tized. The saints received 
the Sacrament and heard the 
Word. Family and friends 
greeted one another before 
and after the service. Children 
went to Sunday school, and 
adults went to Bible class. 
In other words, it became a 
church home. 

“We were created for eterni-
ty, and only eternal things can 
satisfy us. And that is where 
His Word and Sacraments 
bind us together in His works 
and His love and all that our 
Lord gives and does for us,” 
Weinkauf said.

Planting 
Congregations in Texas

Faith Lutheran Church, Plano, 
Texas, has been working to 
establish other congregations 
since the late 1970s and early 
1980s. Due to the growth of 
the Plano area, 70 members of 
Faith left to start two church 
plants. 

“It takes sacrifice on the part 
of the mother church to plant 
a new congregation,” said the 
Rev. James Woelmer, senior 
pastor of Faith. “It is tempting 
for the mother church to grow 
for selfish reasons rather 
than to start a daughter 
congregation. But in our 
situation, we eventually made 

Worship at Risen Savior Lutheran 
Church, Basehor, Kan.

The Rev. Kurt Ulmer, pastor of Faith 
Lutheran Church, Wylie, Texas.

A mural adorns the side of a building 
in downtown Wylie, Texas.

http://engage.lcms.org
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The Rev. James Woelmer, senior 
pastor of Faith Lutheran Church, 

Plano, Texas, leads morning 
prayer for students at Faith 

Lutheran School.

From left, the Rev. Kurt Ulmer, pastor of Faith Lutheran Church, Wylie, Texas, chats with the 
Rev. Stephen Kieser, headmaster of Faith Lutheran School, Plano, and Woelmer.
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up what we transferred away.”
The church has started four 

congregations: Immanuel in 
Allen, Emmanuel in Flower 
Mound, Faith in Wylie and 
St. John in Frisco. This focus 
on planting new churches 
characterizes the mother 
congregation’s history. When 
the Rev. Robert W. Hill, who 
had been pastor of Faith for 
34 years, relocated in 2006, he 
started a new congregation, 
Peace Lutheran Church in 
Texarkana. 

Some planting efforts reap 
great success. Other situations 
don’t ever see the fruits hoped 
for. But either way, Faith keeps 
seeking to plant more church-
es where the need arises. 

And that need is quite sim-
ple, yet vital. “Faith in Plano 
planted a daughter congrega-
tion because there was a need 
to supply Word and Sacrament 
ministry in a certain area,” 
said Woelmer. “Lutherans in a 
nearby city reached out to us 
and asked us to assist them in 
starting a church.” 

Members and potential pop-
ulation growth help determine 
where congregations might be 
started in the future. Instead 
of starting a church in an area, 
members identify communi-
ties in which they already have 
a presence, but where there is 
no Lutheran congregation. 

“Most of the time, these 
Lutherans (living a distance 
away) were already members 
of our church,” explained 
Woelmer. “Faith in Plano 
provided the Gospel for them 
and assisted them in starting 
a congregation.”

Looking at his congre-
gation’s efforts, Woelmer 
suggests some things learned 
through their history of plant-
ing congregations: 

1. A Lutheran church plant 
is a Lutheran church, which 
means its teaching, preach-
ing and worship are distinctly 
Lutheran. 
2. A core group of members is 
needed who will not compro-
mise on the Word of God and 
the Lutheran Confessions. 
3. An ordained Lutheran 
pastor is needed to teach, 
preach and administer the 
Sacraments. 
4. A new church plant needs 
funding — including from 
foundations and other sourc-
es, when possible. 
5. A pervasive advertising and 
marketing program, including 
word of mouth, is essential for 
a new church plant. Woelmer 
also noted that, in his experi-
ence, pastoral visitation and 
the teaching that results can 
often lead to reaching people 
and connecting them to a new 
church start. 

But even when all the 
proper steps are followed and 
those involved are faithful, 
not every idea people have, 
nor every effort expended, 
will result the way hoped. 
“Unfortunately, one of our 
church plants closed after five 
years,” said Woelmer. “There 
is no wonderful formula for 
success. … God provides 
growth by means of Gospel 
and Sacrament. We are called 
to be faithful to the confession 
and teaching of God’s Word.”

Like a proud parent, 
Woelmer reflects on the 
daughter congregations that 
Faith helped begin: “Again, it 
is a joy to see, by God’s grace, a 
new church grow in a com-
munity where there was no 
Lutheran church. It is a joy to 
see many in that community 
come to saving faith in Christ 

and to have their children bap-
tized and taught the Gospel.”

“The best thing we can do 
… is be authentically, distinc-
tively Lutheran,” said the Rev. 
Kurt Ulmer, pastor of Faith 
Lutheran Church in Wylie, 
Texas. “And that’s what we do.”

Faith is a daughter of Faith. 
Faith, Plano, started Faith, 
Wylie, when some members 
who lived near Wylie, together 
with one of their pastors, 
noted the potential growth in 
the area. That was 2002. Now, 
17 years later, Faith, Wylie, 
is looking to become fully 
independent. 

Though this independence 
is a necessary step, there is 
also a larger goal that moti-
vates the members of Faith. If 
Faith, Wylie, can gain finan-
cial independence, then they 
can play a part in the next 
church plant. And that’s the 

plan. And so it continues. 
Churches planting churches. 

“Church is church, it’s 
everything important in life,” 
said David Horn, a member of 
Faith, Plano, who later joined 
Faith, Wylie. He likes the 
Wylie congregation because it 
is smaller than Faith, Plano.

“We are so thankful for 
the pure Gospel taught and 
preached,” said Woelmer. “We 
want others to also hear and to 
believe in this pure Gospel.”

Whether planting churches, 
combining parishes, 
maintaining the current 
situation or seeking new ways, 
the church continues to be 
the Bride of Christ, “lambs 
who hear the voice of their 
Shepherd” (Smalcald Articles 
III XII 2). And we trust that 
God blesses every effort 
according to His will and in 
His time. 

Again, it is a joy to see, by God’s 
grace, a new church grow in a 
community where there was  

no Lutheran church.”
 — Rev. James Woelmer

Exterior of Faith Lutheran Church in Wylie, Texas.

|  P H OTO  G A L L E RY  |
engage.lcms.org/varied-congregations-summer-2019
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HIS HYMNAL is vital to 
the life of our church,” said 

the Rev. Andrew Miao, presi-
dent of the China Evangelical 
Lutheran Church (CELC). “Our 
young pastors need to learn 
from this pilot hymnal what 
the liturgy is and how to use it.” 

On March 18, 2019, in the 
Luther Building in Chiayi, 
Taiwan, the president of the 
CELC, the president of the 
LCMS, local CELC pastors and 
LCMS missionaries gathered 
to dedicate the pilot edition 
of Chinese Lutheran Service 
Book (CLSB). This hymnal is 
the culmination of cooperative 
work between the two church 
bodies and is published by the 
CELC, with support from the 
LCMS Office of International 
Mission (OIM). 

“Let the word of Christ 
dwell in you richly, teaching 
and admonishing one another 
in all wisdom, singing psalms 
and hymns and spiritual 
songs, with thankfulness in 
your hearts to God” (COL. 3:16). 
These words, read during the 
hymnal dedication, teach the 
centrality of music for the life 
of the church. 

The new Chinese hymnal is 
written in Mandarin Chinese 
and contains the setting of 
Divine Service 1 from Lutheran 
Service Book (LSB), Matins, 
Vespers, Luther’s Small 
Catechism, selected psalms and 
tones, prayers, services for Holy 

Baptism and Confirmation, 
and 56 hymns. All but two 
of the hymns included are 
translations of LSB hymns, with 
settings of Luther’s morning 
prayer and table prayer as the 
two additions. 

Concerning this and other 
hymnal projects, the Rev. 
Charles Ferry, director of 
the LCMS Asia region, said, 
“These are not LCMS projects, 
but local church projects.”

Yet partnerships work to-
gether in the kingdom of God. 
Deaconess Sandra Rhein, who 

serves as a hymnal transla-
tion consultant for the OIM, 
and LCMS missionary Rev. Dr. 
Michael Paul, who served as 
primary translator and editor, 
assisted with this project. 

“I pray that this hymnal 
will be a blessing wherever 
Chinese Lutherans gather,” 
Rhein said at the dedication.

Melding Theology  
and Music

Rhein, who serves as par-
ish musician for Emmaus 

Lutheran Church in South 
Bend, Ind., briefly explained 
the difficulty of hymnal trans-
lation. Wooden translations 
and simple musical notations 
do not make a usable hymnal. 
Instead, the words need to be 
translated with the poetry of 
the hymn and the meter of the 
music in mind. The theo-
logical sense of the hymn text 
also is essential to a useful 
translation. 

“The theology has to be cor-
rect,” said Paul. “If the people 
can enjoy it and sing it, that 
is essential.” Paul reminded 
listeners that LSB includes 
great Lutheran hymns that 
were translated from German 
into English.

“What I do is serve the 
church as a musician,” said 
Rhein. But that role has taken 
on new aspects in the last 10 
years as she has worked on 
hymnal translation projects. 
“I don’t do the translating 
myself. But I do learn a lot of 
the language, because I often 
help with the technology side 
of things and enter a lot of the 
text in the computer.” 

Developing a hymnal in a 
foreign language involves far 
more than just translating 
words. Even musical notation 
differs between cultures. To 
facilitate the project, Rhein 
contacted the manufacturer 
of the leading musical nota-
tion software, who decided 

‘A Blessing  
Wherever Chinese Lutherans Gather’

A bicyclist eyes parishioners gathered outside of Salvation Lutheran Church, a 
congregation of the China Evangelical Lutheran Church, in Chiayi, Taiwan.

BY KEVIN ARMBRUST
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that this ability is something 
they want to develop for other 
markets. Lutheran hymnal 
projects are impacting people 
beyond the church. 

An Expert Guide

“Sandra has been a great 
resource because of the 
lessons learned from other 
projects. She brings a cred-
ibility to the field that no one 
can argue with … the hymnals 
are there,” reflected Ferry as 
he explained the decision to 
call Rhein to serve with the 
OIM. “There is an understand-
ing that we have been there 
before. You can follow her, and 
she will guide you through the 
process.’’

While studying at Concordia 
Theological Seminary, Fort 

Wayne, Ind., Rhein got to 
know the Rev. Isaiah Obare 
from Kenya, whose church 
body didn’t have a hymnal. As 
a result, they had to use other 
Christian songbooks, which 
helped facilitate many people 
leaving the Lutheran church. 

The Kenyan church asked 
the LCMS for assistance, and 
Rhein was given the green 
light to help create a Swahili 
Lutheran hymnal, which was 
completed in 2012.

The CELC has the same con-
cern as their Kenyan brothers 
and sisters in Christ. “The 
liturgy has been lost in the last 
10 years, because we didn’t 
have any idea what its purpose 
was, where it came from or 
how to use it,” lamented Miao, 
who is overjoyed to see the 
new hymnal.

United Across 
Languages

“The historical church is a 
confessing church. We con-
fess. We say back to God what 
He has said to us,” said LCMS 
President Rev. Dr. Matthew 
C. Harrison. “The Lutheran 
church does not survive well if 
we do not teach our hymns to 
our children.” 

Miao hopes that this hym-
nal will facilitate catechesis in 
his church body as “our lead-
ers … learn how to teach this 
to their members.”

Reflecting the unity of these 
partner church bodies in the 
midst of different languages, 
everyone sang “O Morning 
Star, How Fair and Bright” 
(CLSB 203, LSB 395) in English 
and Chinese simultaneously. 

“God has truly blessed us by 
putting us in this place at this 
time with these opportuni-
ties,” said Ferry, expressing his 
thankfulness for not just this 
hymnal, but also the building 
in which the Asia region’s 
headquarters are located. The 
Luther Building in Chiayi is 
a partnership between the 
CELC and the LCMS, a physi-
cal blessing of church partners 
working together. 

“And whatever you do, in 
word or deed, do everything 
in the name of the Lord Jesus, 
giving thanks to God the 
Father through him” (COL. 3:17). 

READ MORE 
international stories: 
international.lcms.org

Church members 
and visitors sing 

from the new 
Chinese Lutheran 

Service Book 
at Salvation 

Lutheran Church 
in Chiayi, Taiwan.

“The Lutheran church does not survive well if we do not teach our 
hymns to our children.” —Rev. Dr. Matthew C. Harrison

PH
OT

OS
: L

CM
S 

CO
M

M
UN

IC
AT

IO
NS

/E
RI

K 
M

. L
UN

SF
OR

D

engage. lcms.org  • 21

http://international.lcms.org
http://engage.lcms.org


YOU are making a difference 
and changing lives with the 
Gospel and Christ’s mercy.

To sign up for a free 
individual or  
bulk subscription:
•  Call the LCMS Church 

Information Center at  
888-THE LCMS (843-5267).

• Visit engage.lcms.org.

NONPROFIT ORGANIZATION 
U.S. POSTAGE PAID 

ST. LOUIS, MO 
PERMIT NO. 146

Spread The Word!

Our missionaries 
 have a  
new website.

international.lcms.org

https://engage.lcms.org
https://international.lcms.org/

