What I Learned on Sabbatical

This is a time of

 great change in the world, 

great opportunity in the church, 

great excitement in living our faith!
Church and life is ever so busy. That was the purpose of a sabbatical in the first place. But busyness has kept me from finalizing what I learned so that I might share it with Grace and with Lekubu. On the other hand it has also given me more time and distance to allow what was most significant in that experience to rise to the surface.

A sabbatical is not intended to be a personal leave, but a time for personal reflection that leads to more effective ministry. This sabbatical was surely that. The following is not about what I did in South Africa, it is rather how the time and setting for reflection in South Africa has influenced how I serve as pastor here. 
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What does this mean?
First of all I need to change, each of us, inside. I need to deepen my trust in Father God, passion for Jesus, and my listening to God’s Holy Spirit. Second, we need to keep repeating the obvious, to admit that change is happening, to keep focused on reality, and to agree to change our methods while remaining rooted and solid in God’s action in Jesus Christ. Third, we need to expect resistance even from ourselves. It is much easier to complain – parents aren’t doing their job, church members aren’t responding, too much is expected. Fourth, we need to be willing to keep learning. Learning involves listening, expecting wisdom from each participant, and constantly fine tuning. I don’t like my needing to change, focusing on reality, getting over complaining, and to keep learning, but only then can we begin working together to be the Body of Christ in the world today.  
This sabbatical was deep change and stretch for me. So based on that learning and experience I see seven events that as pastor I urge Grace to do in order to grow our relationships, experience, and courage in witnessing the gospel to others, serving in daily life, and caring for others. It is especially important that we do these together as families and cross+generational events. The unique settings of outdoors, cultural relationships, and service experiences are especially effective so that these events deepen our praise to our Father Creator, passion for our Lord Jesus, and trust in God’s Holy Spirit’s work among and through us.

CONCLUSION - Seven Activities for growing faith:

1. Milestone Ministries – connecting faith and God with daily life. Begins with “Taking Faith Home” and the Four Keys of 1) Caring Conversations, 2) Devotions, 3) Service, and 4) Rituals, and at critical times spiritual practices are presented to be applied and used in daily life in the home.

2. Congregational Events - connecting us with one another and all ages The Fellowship Committee plans regular events and this year two summer picnics were added 
3. Outdoor Experiences – connecting with our Father Creator  This began with an annual Wilderness Trip for 9th graders & parents. Now a Porkies Trip for any age has been added, and plans are underway for a car camping trip for next summer.
4. Retreats, Studies, Crossways – deepening our passion for Jesus Crossways asserts 17 consecutive hours in a group without a cell phone are needed to truly hear God’s call and to receive God’s peace in our lives. Via de Cristo and Crossways Family Camps are great. 
5. Companion Relationships – broadening our awareness of the Body of Christ Grace’s relationships with Greater Galilee and with Lekubu are profound opportunities to learn Jesus’ prayer that we may be one and His call to be the Body of Christ.

6. Trips – broadening our awareness of God’s work in the world  Americans are into doing and sight-seeing, but relationship trips – concert, OWLs, college, service – are very different.

7. Service – caring for people in direct action in Tomahawk and the world  Opportunities are many: Food Pantry, Neighbors in Need, Salvation Army, TAIV, Kinship, Lincoln Hills. 

Who can help us?

Resources Grace is already using:

· Dr. David Anderson and Vibrant Faith Ministries www.vibrantfaith.org have been a great help through a grant our Synod gave Grace in 2008 to provide coaching for our pastors, training in developing the “Milestone Ministries”, “Taking Faith Home”, “Four Key” emphasis, cross+generational activities, and connecting home and church.

· The Annual Council/Leadership retreat has been a work in progress. While the retreat is often helpful, we quickly fall back to focusing on the immediate needs at Grace rather than ongoing spiritual transformation. The council has already contacted Pastor Joy Mortensen-Wiebe, our Synod Director for Evangelical Mission, to address this in 2012.
· Steve Heikkinen, Council President, spends time each month in leading the Council in a study/discussion on leadership and mission.

· The Parish Paper, on the Synod website at www.ecsw.org under News & Info and often distributed at Council meetings has a different theme each month that is very helpful in some area of faith and life.

· The Alban Institute www.alban.org is the leading continuing education resource for congregations in the United States. The Church Council receives their quarterly magazine and many resources are available on line

Resources initiated by our East Central Synod of Wisconsin:

· Dr. David Daubert www.arenewalenterprise.com has been a frequent speaker in the Synod who provides great training on communicating our faith.

· Natural Church Development www.ncd-international.org is a great tool for measuring church health in being church. 

· The book Faith Formation 2020 and website www.faithformation2020.net 

· Our Synod’s Global Mission/Companion Task Force, its Global Village Camp, June 30-July 3, 2012, and emphasis on “accompaniment” (go to www.elca.org and search – 2007 Global Mission Executive Briefing). 

· Unbinding the Gospel series by Martha Grace Reese (see www.GraceNet.info)

Many resources in many places:

· 21st Century Strategies at www.effectivechurch.com 

· Changing Church at www.changingchurch.org
· Rick Warren’s Purpose Driven emphasis at www.purposedriven.com 

My deep thanks to 

· Claudia Ziemer, the love of my life, whose support allowed me to go on this sabbatical and whose understanding and always being at my side provided the courage to keep learning and to be stretched in deep ways.

· Lekubu Lutheran Parish for welcoming and hosting me during my sabbatical including providing my food, lodging, and transportation

· The congregations, villages and elders of Lekubu, Mosweu, and Nyetse for receiving me so graciously

· The leaders of Lekubu Parish, Pastor Phege, the Parish Council and congregational councils for organizing my stay,  allowing me to participate in all facets of church life, and opening their parish and congregations to me

· Mr. Rejoice Pelompe who has great vision for this relationship, attentively checked in with me and oversaw my stay, and led me to see the value of this relationship his children, family, and Lekubu as well as for my family and Grace

· Mr. Kgomotoso Moletsane my ever present companion and help in my travels and stay at Lekubu and to the Lutheran Theological Institute in Pietermarziburg and Mr. Mathe my companion and guide who showed me the history and life of Nyetse and the importance and the processing of sorghum

· The families of Dikaledi Segakweng, Khumo & Puso Tiro, Dlome family in Pietermarziburg, Thuso & Joseph Motlhabane, Sylvia Mosimane, Kefilwe & Kgotlaetsile Segakweng, Motlagomang Molefi, Ramapulane & Mmamodia Moiloa, and Keitumetse & Ramodia Rantao who fed me, housed me, prayed for me, and most of all shared their life with me.
· Amanda, my favorite daughter, who shared three weeks with me on this amazing experience, and our shared thanks to the Motlhabane and Mosimane families that hosted both of us and Dr. Peter & Solveig Kjeseth and the wisdom and time received at their Bread & Breakfast in Fish Hoek (Cape Town area, www.safarinow.com/go/sunnycovemanor) 
· Bishop M.M. Ditlhale and the Western Diocese of the Evangelical Lutheran Church in Southern Africa (ELCSA) welcoming and encouraging both my sabbatical and the visit of the Wisconsin River Valley Conference to the Madikwe Circuit, and Bishop Ditlhale’s strong encouragement to develop this relationship of Circuit-Conference and of Parish-Congregation, e.g. Lekubu Lutheran Parish and Grace Lutheran Church, even further as a model for other circuits and parishes.

· The Madikwe Circuit, Dean Solomon Seaketso, Dr. Benjamin Molokoe, Chair of Partnership Committee, and the Madikwe Circuit’s pastors, Women’s League, Men’s League, and Youth League for their welcome and including me in their retreats and their vision and commitment to this relationship.
·  The twelve people from the Wisconsin River Valley Conference of the East Central Synod of Wisconsin (ELCA) who visited their matched parish in the Madikwe Circuit of the Western Diocese (ELCSA), from April 21 – May 5:
· Dean LaDonna & Jewel Ekern, from St. Stephens, Edgar to Supingstad

· Steve & Vickie Stretz, from Good Shepherd, Wausau to Lekophung

· Claudette & Rev. Ben Harring from Immanuel, Wausau to Lobatla

· Florence  & Maria Budnick, from St. Stephens, Wausau to Phenyo

· Sara Damrow from Saint Andrews, Wausau to Zeerust (also representing Crossways along with Dana Isaacson )

· Amanda (who stayed through May 17th) & I from Grace, Tomahawk to Lekubu

· Seminarian Pogiso Motlhabane and the Lutheran Theological Institute in Pietermarziburg, www.lti.org.za, for the honor of attending Pogiso’s graduation in receiving his bachelor degree and allowing me to attend a lecture and class at LTI.
· Three great mentors on the clergy roster of our ELCA who live in South Africa – Dr. Peter & Solveig Kjeseth, Dr. Philip Knutson, and soon to be Dr. Brian Konkol. 

· The Partnership Committee of Lekubu Parish and especially Alfred & Joyce Mogorosi and Rev. Ishmael Motswasele who so graciously received Claudia & I and Al & Deb Overhaug in 2006, Alfred’s visit to Grace and Tomahawk in 2007, and the great conversations I had with Alfred and wonderful visits I had at the Mogorosi’s on my sabbatical. 

· The opportunity to participate in worship: assisting Communion, presiding, baptizing, marrying, bringing greetings, and preaching at Lekubu, Mosweu, Zeerust, and Nyetse.
· The Parish Review on June 5, 2010 and the affirming words about this sabbatical and this relationship and the decisions made as I recall:

· Lekubu Parish will communicate quarterly

· Lekubu Parish and Grace will explore forming “prayer partners” especially for vulnerable and orphan children

· Upon my return my promise was:

· encourage Calvary, Merrill in their matched relationship with Mosweu

· encourage Grace to financially support Nyetse to complete their roof

· explore working together with Lekubu on the Early Learning Centres 

· The “Sendoff” Worship on June 6, 2010 with the Parish gathering together at Nyetse, the many gifts given to me, the commitment made to this relationship, the honor bestowed by having me baptize a child and youth (Kegomoditswe), and bless the new Women’s and Youth League officers, and celebrating together in a huge meal
What will not change:

Over time cultural changes get us focusing more on culture and less on Christ. We start drifting away from being church rooted in Jesus Christ and we begin to take pride in doing church as in building, institution, and traditions.  

Distinguishing between cultural desires and Christian essentials is a very real concern in South Africa. Christianity is still relatively new. There are many different traditions. Some strongly emphasize African traditions. The Germans who brought Jesus instilled a lot of German tradition. Are German hymns better than African drums? How can the church be Africanized? What is German, what is Lutheran, what is Christian?   
This time of re-formation, desperate need for relationships, and spiritual hunger of young adults is also causing us to reflect and seek the essentials of Christian faith and life. God’s love for us in Jesus Christ is the bedrock of faith. All the hallmarks of Christian faith and Lutheran emphasis remain unchanged: We are justified by God’s grace through faith. Scripture interprets Scripture. All that the church has learned through the centuries, confess in our Creeds, and state in the Lutheran Confessions continue to guide us. 

What is changing?
The traditional role of the pastor to preach, teach, and visit members will not reach those in their 20s and 30s. It worked well when family and religion were the strongest influences and before the discovery of the “virtual” world and the arrival of computers, cell phone, and social media. The gospel has not changed, but the world has:

· The role of the pastor is still important, but less in the role of being the minister and more in initiating events where people minister to each other, guiding people in doing so, and leading the church through this time of change. 

· Preaching, teaching, visiting are perhaps more important than ever, but most people today filter out the institutional church. It is the laity that are most effective as they use personal relationships to proclaim God’s grace (preach), model the joy and peace of God’s salvation in their daily lives (teach), and are with people in their time of need (visit).

· The Church remains of great value and importance, but neither as building nor institution, but church as people. Both pastors and the institutional church no longer have a universally recognized respect and authority. But the church is very much alive if we recognize it is wherever people gather and when we use and train people in being church, especially with the home as church and using the powerful settings of the outdoors, cultural relationships, and service experiences. 

There is more
Andy Root, Associate Professor of Youth and Family Ministry at Luther Seminary, emphasizes that anthropologists agree that there have always been five broad categories of life that have influenced people, namely family, society, government, economy, and religion. Until recently family and religion had the greatest influence on us. In today’s world, however, it is economy and society that have the greatest influence. As evidence note how not long ago first priority, reliance, and entertainment were primarily located in the family and church. Today the common first priority, help in any need, and entertainment are primarily a matter of what we can buy (economy) and on organized activities (society). The implication for the church is that whereas relationships are most important to function well in family and religion, for economy and society the individual will is most important to function well. Taking care of number one (economy) and winning (society) are a matter of focusing on individual will. This desperate need for relationships and the huge need especially in teenage years to belong, to be valued as a person, and to have meaningful responsibilities, needs to be a primary mission of the church today.

Attendance at worship in churches across the United States is declining rapidly especially among those in their 20s and 30s even though this generation is among the most spiritual ever! It is not that they are anti-religion; they just do not expect the institutional church to have anything for them. They are spiritual but not religions (SBNR), or called a “none” since many of them list “none” as their religious affiliation on forms. All of this calls the church to change drastically and immediately! Please, not change our message – Jesus is Lord and God has Good News of grace for us which is exactly what all people need and long to hear. BUT – the church needs to change our methods. This is reinforced by every research, study, book, organization, and national church body and, though each has a different slant and emphasis – they all agree on the essentials.

The secular world is also calling out for awareness and help so that we use this time of change for good rather than harm. Richard Louv in his book, Last Child in the Woods: Saving our Children from Nature-Deficit Disorder, gives the poignant example of a recent television ad depicting, “a four-wheel-drive SUV racing along a breathtakingly beautiful mountain stream – while in the backseat two children watch a movie on a flip-down video screen, oblivious to the landscape and waters beyond the windows (page 2, 2005). 

This ad seeks to show off the wonders of human advancement. In doing so it reveals that we have made our “virtual” world so convenient and comfortable that we can totally ignore the most amazing of God’s creation. As Louv puts it, “Our society is teaching young people to avoid direct experience in nature, at the very moment that a growing body of research links our mental, physical, and spiritual health directly to our association with nature.” (Introduction, page 2-3, 2005)

My beginning point and guides on sabbatical:

A sabbatical is a time to reflect on life, ministry, and faith, all that moves a pastor and is at the core of what moves me. Since Claudia and I married two weeks before beginning my internship and Nathaniel was born four days after beginning my first call, pastoral ministry and family have always been together for me; it has been a “we” experience. Thirty plus years is a lot to reflect upon. Each call has been a unique and powerful experience. In the first call it was the farm crisis of the 1980’s in which we were much immersed in experiencing its impact on the farm community in the Hollandale and Blanchardville area where I served from 1979-1987. The concerns of children, youth and schools was our focus in the second call as our children, who had were born in Hollandale, attended school in Marion and a quarter of the school district were members of St. John’s. Now at Grace in Tomahawk since 2001, it is the Northwoods and the beauty and opportunities of the outdoors that has attracted our attention. 
Another cause for reflection was the upheaval in our ELCA during the eight months before I left on sabbatical. That was in response to the 2009 Churchwide decision to no longer censure congregations and pastors that bless same gender relationships where the couple commits to life-long, monogamous faithfulness and to allow congregations to call pastors living in such committed, same-gender, life-long, monogamous relationships. My eight years indoctrination in a WELS (Wisconsin Evangelical Lutheran Synod) elementary school and four years in LC-MS (Lutheran Church Missouri Synod) colleges has led me to be deeply pained by congregations, pastors, and individuals who separate themselves from others for the sake of “right” doctrine and morality. I went on sabbatical deeply troubled by this and wondering at what moves people to feel so called and righteous as to separate from others and what are we missing in the church that we do not hear God’s call to be the Body of Christ and Jesus’ prayer that we would be one as God is one. 
Of course my greatest guide on this sabbatical was people! My thanks I just listed are because they were the ones who most guided, taught and influenced me. 

I also brought along several books to guide me:
· The Present Future: Six Tough Questions for the Church, Reggie McNeal, Jossey-Bass, 2003
· Elephants on the Edge: What Animals Teach Us about Humanity, G. A. Bradshaw, Yale University Press, 2009
· The Shack: Where Tragedy Confronts Eternity, Wm. Paul Young, Windblown Media, 2007
· Last Child in the Woods: Saving our Children from Nature-Deficit Disorder, Richard Louv, Alonquin Books, 2005
God is up to great things:

The time right around 1500 was an era of huge change. The printing press drastically improved communication, many people became enamored in a “new” world, and great social change took place in the understanding of science, religion, art, politics, and education. We live in such a time as technology has again drastically improved communications, many people are again enamored in a “virtual” world, and great social change is taking place in the understanding of science, religion, art, politics, and education.

Reggie McNeal declares in The Present Future that every 500 years culture and the church have gone through a major re-formation. Phyllis Tickle sees evidence of a historic seismic shift–on par with other big shifts such as the Great Reformation of the early 1500s. She asserts that Christianity is in another “hinge” time; the assumptions of the past are unraveling and we are weaving something new (Tickle is an authority on religion in America and a much sought after lecturer on the subject www.phyllistickle.com).
Tickle explains, “Each period of re-formation forces Christians and their institutions to re-address central questions of belief and practice. The answers that we’ve coasted along with for centuries don’t seem adequate for many people, whether they are believers or non-believers. For example, the question ‘Where is ultimate authority?” was for many centuries answered with ‘The traditions and pronouncements of the established Church.’ After the early 1500s, Protestants answered the question of ‘Where is ultimate authority?’ with ‘the Holy Scriptures’ (sola scriptura— ‘Only Scripture’).” The Parish Paper, April 2010 - Volume 18, Number 4
McNeal takes this even deeper than authority, asserting “the original Reformation decentralized the church. The new Reformation decentralizes ministry. The former Reformation occurred when clergy were no longer willing to take marching orders for their ministry from the Pope. The current Reformation finds church members no longer willing for clergy to script their personal spiritual ministry journey. The historic Reformation distinguished Christians one from the other. The current Reformation is distinguishing followers of Jesus from religious people (page 43).”

The cell phone with its ability to text, take pictures, leave messages and communicate from nearly anywhere in the world directly is as huge a change in communication as Gutenberg’s Press of the late 1400s. We witnessed the widespread use of social media and its power to change societies and governments in the recent “Arab Spring”. 

Video games, FaceBook, and the “delete” button have created a new “virtual” world perhaps more exciting than Christopher Columbus’ new world. For we do not need to leave the comfort of our air conditioned/heated home for adventures more exciting than the outdoors, with intimate conversations without the hassle and risk of seeing the person, and when we make a mistake or don’t like something we can delete and start over.

I saw and heard this in South Africa:
What an amazing experience to live with nine different families each for nearly a week long and in a culture and place on the other side of the world from us! The drastic changes of our time not only” link” our worlds but also elevate this relationship to one of the most important means to guide us through this time! My sabbatical was timely and effective to reflect on the changes of our time in a very different setting. This struck me deeply as, after spending the evening with a family in their African home, I read a chapter of Reggie McNeal’s book. He identifies six areas the church needs to address in this time of great change.  Each of McNeal’s points resonates with a conversation and experience in Africa:

1. Shift from Church membership to life-transforming experience: A long plane and bus ride led to long fascinating conversations with two young adults. They were so taken with making a difference for others that they did not see themselves as a citizen of a nation (i.e. Zambia or Zimbabwe), but totally  taken up with transformation for all of southern Africa. Oh that we might be so taken up with God’s grace in Jesus!

2. Shift from growing the church to witnessing to the great love of our lives: I heard the horror of growing our own church by emphasizing “how-tos”, “being blessed”, and good marketing as I stood with a teacher at the Mosweu School looking out over their village. She explained to me that she no longer attended nor was involved in the church there. She listened to Joel Olsteen in America. 

3. Shift from sending money and people to direct, engaging transformation: Dr. Knutson emphasized five million Americans go on mission trips each year expecting the influence of their money will beget thanks and a specific outcome. The alternative is “accompaniment”, walking together in solidarity that practices interdependence and mutuality, which emphasizes a life-long relationship with specific people with whom we mutually engage in being, learning, and doing for each other’s benefit. 

4. Shift from information about God to relationships and spiritual formation: The Madikwe Youth League (Lekubu zone) invited me to preside and lead specific rituals at their three-day retreat at which there were not pastors or chaperones but entirely led by the Youth League and very focused on spiritual formation.

5. Shift from budget planning to preparing to hear God’s vision for our lives: The “Natural Healer” in Lekubu told me the story of her dreams and God’s call. Health care is all about how much it costs for Americans. How different was this witness to healing as a matter of listening to God’s Spirit!

6. Shift from developing leaders to being God’s presence in the world: the first and repeated emphasis of retired Pastor Ishmael Motswasele from the day we first arrived in 2006 was that our reason for being there was Jesus’ prayer in John 17 that we might be one as God is one. It is not what we do, but it is love; not building up my church, but breaking down barriers that separate us from one another; being one as God is one. 

