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Connection
Mobilizing confessing Lutherans for evangelical renewal 

 

By Pastor Cori Johnson 

Lutheran CORE is just what it 
says it is: Lutheran COalition for 
REnewal. Our membership is 
broad —including faithful 
Lutherans in Augsburg Lutheran 
Churches, ELCA, ELCIC, LCMC, 
LCMS, NALC, and others. I serve 
as chair of the ELCA-Specific 
Working Group of Lutheran 
CORE—now renamed ELCA 
Witness—and this article is 
directed particularly at those 
faithful Lutherans who find 
themselves living and serving  
Jesus Christ in the ELCA.  

I have an important message for 
you today: You are not alone! This 
message was the theme of my 
remarks at the 2013 Lutheran 
CORE Convocation in Pittsburgh, 
PA. The message was true in 
August, and it is no less true today. 
You are not alone! 

I understand how lonely it can 
be to serve as a pastor or faithful 
layperson in the ELCA. Barely a 
week goes by in which I’m not 
personally challenged by someone 

to defend my decision to be a 
“stayer still” in the ELCA. I 
receive this questioning both from 
those who have already left the 
ELCA and from those who wish I 
would just go and leave them alone 
already! Perhaps some of you 
reading this article can relate. 

My word of hope for you is that 
you are not alone. This is the most 
important message I can give to 
any orthodox, confessional 
Lutherans who find themselves in 
the ELCA. I know firsthand how 
remaining in the ELCA can make 
you feel—with some regularity—
like a wanderer in a strange 
wilderness. I served on the Task 
Force for ELCA Studies on 
Sexuality, after all. 

But truly, you are not alone! 
Lutheran CORE serves to connect 
you with other orthodox, confes-
sional Lutherans both within the 
ELCA and in other church bodies.  

Specifically, ELCA Witness 
meets regularly by conference call 
to work on your behalf. We do a 
variety of work relating to the 

ELCA. We have had a presence at 
several synod assemblies and at the 
ELCA Churchwide Assembly in 
2013. We recently called upon the 
leadership of the ELCA to set aside 
one month of the 25th Anniversary 
celebration for reflection and self-
examination. We have committed 
ourselves to the following 
strategies for engaging with the 
ELCA, as we commend our work 
to our Lord Jesus Christ, the Lord 
of the whole Church: 

 Keeping in front of the ELCA 
what it has said about those  
who disagree with the 2009 
ministry changes and those  
who have a traditional 
understanding of marriage. 

 Being present at synod assem-
blies through display tables, 
workshops, and witnessing on 
the assembly floor. 

 Being omnipresent where  
ELCA people are gathered, 
including Churchwide 
Assemblies, synod assemblies, 
and pastors’ conferences. 

(Continued on page 3) 

You are not alone! 
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By Pastor Steve Shipman 

I predict that in 2014: 

 The media will have moved 
beyond Phil Robertson and Duck 
Dynasty to find some new cause  
for offense. 

 The Rev. Frank Schaefer (who 
was defrocked by the United 
Methodist Church for refusing to 
follow the Book of Discipline 
regarding LGBT issues) will 
make more money on speaking 
tours than he ever made serving 
his parish. 

 Adoring fans of Francis will  
not have figured out that the Pope 
is Catholic. 

 And those of us who hold to 
traditional moral values will still  
not know how to make our case to 
our culture. 

Many years ago the sainted 
Lutheran theologian James Burtness 
caught me off guard by saying that  
if we allow heterosexuals to do 
anything they please, our prohibition 
of homosexual conduct is a social 
justice issue. He was not in favor  
of same-sex relationships; he was 
pointing out that the rampant 
immorality that was being accepted 
in churches even then (roughly thirty 
years ago) made our objections to 
same-sex relationships not credible. 

The attraction of the Robertson 
family on Duck Dynasty (a show that 

I have never watched and don’t plan 
to) is not the crude comments the 
family patriarch made about homo-
sexuality or his ignorant statements 
about race. I suspect that seeing a 
family, which apparently lives out 
solid values in an atmosphere of love 
and enjoys doing it, is the reason for 
its popularity. People like them not 
for what they may be against but for 
the way they live—sort of a twenty-
first century version of Leave It to 
Beaver or Father Knows Best but 
with more hair. 

The pro-life movement took 
decades to realize that its tactics were 
self-defeating. Boisterous protests at 
abortion clinics fueled the lie that 
pro-life people were dangerous and 
violent, although the truth is that 
pro-lifers were far more often on the 
receiving end of violent attacks. 

Similarly, comments such as Phil 
Robertson’s do not change anybody's 
mind, but they support the accusation 
that those of us advocating traditional 
Christian values are hateful people 
who unjustly oppress and bully those 
in “sexual minorities.” If you are 
reading this, you know as well as I do 
that those accusations are not true 
except for a tiny, tiny minority of 
people who constantly embarrass the 
rest of us. 

The issue with Pastor Schaefer has 
been featured regularly in my local 
newscasts, since his home is less than 
an hour from mine. 

A few New Year’s predictions  
I have no doubt that Pastor 

Schaefer deeply loves his gay son, as 
I do mine, and that he believes he is 
supporting a group of people who are 
unjustly discriminated against. The 
fact that it will split the global 
United Methodist denomination if he 
is successful is lost in our North 
American ethnocentrism. 

The true character of some of the 
activists was shown by their temper 
tantrum (strangely overlooked in 
media reports) that included 
throwing chairs, as well as by their 
threats to do everything they can to 
disrupt denominational events until 
they get their way. 

We dare not be like that! 

First, we need to get our own 
houses in order. We need to pray and 
commit to love our own spouses and 
children or, if single, to observe 
chastity in our lives. We need to 
show people by our example that 
sexuality is a beautiful gift from a 
loving God, which He gave us to 
solidify the lifelong faithfulness of a 
man and a woman, and which is the 
healthiest atmosphere in which to 
pass on faith and moral values from 
one generation to another. 

Many of us need to repent of our 
complicity in the “sexual revolution,” 
which began in the 1920s and was 
normalized by the 60s. We need to be 
honest about our own failings to “fear 
and love God so that in matters of sex 

(Continued on page 3) 
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Pr. Steve Shipman, director of Lutheran 
CORE, can be reached at 570-916-7780 
or sshipman@lutherancore.org.  

A few New Year’s predictions  

our words and conduct are pure and 
honorable, and husband and wife love 
and respect each other.” (Martin 
Luther, Small Catechism) 

And we need to take time to get 
to know gay and lesbian people. I 
have been surprised by the young 
gay men who have confided in me 
and shared their personal struggles. 
They know my position on their 
lifestyle, and I needed to pray about 
how to respond. The answer I 
received was, “You love them; I'll 
fix them.” The Robertsons will have 
more impact if they speak less and 
let their lives be their best argument. 

The gay men I have been 
privileged to talk with have not been 

(Continued from page 2) strident, and they have experienced 
great anguish as they have tried 
unsuccessfully to change. I believe 
that sometimes God takes away our 
sinful desires, but other times He 
says as He did to St. Paul, "my grace 
is sufficient for you." (2 Corinthians 
12:9) Folks struggling with same-sex 
attractions need our love and our 
friendship, not our condemnation. 
Each of us battles our own demons, 
and only in the cross of Jesus do we 
find victory. 

For this new year, I ask all of us 
in Lutheran CORE to guard our 
words carefully and our actions even 
more so. We are not going to argue 
people into changing their attitudes 
about sexuality. But our lives can be 
a powerful witness, leading others to 

seek the love and stability God 
creates in us. Speak the truth, yes, 
but speak it in love. (Ephesians 
4:15) And the Body of Christ will be 
built up in the power of God's Word 
and Spirit. 

You are not alone 

 Considering being recognized 
by the ELCA as either an intra-
Lutheran organization or 
applying for ILO status. 

 Sending a representative of 
Lutheran CORE to ELCA 
Church Council meetings. 

 Monitoring the disrespect of  
the bound conscience of 
orthodox Lutherans. 

 And connecting ELCA 
Lutherans of like mind while 
becoming a clearinghouse of 
information and orthodox 
resources. 

(Continued from page 1) Pray for our work together! 
Keep yourself connected to 
Lutheran CORE through our 
website, newsletter, Facebook 
page, Twitter account, and events.  

Because of Lutheran CORE, 
you have no reason to feel that 
yours is the only voice for Lutheran 
orthodoxy within the ELCA. There 
is strength in our numbers! You are 
not alone! Thanks be to God for 
Lutheran CORE! 

Pr. Cori Johnson chairs ELCA Witness, 
a task force of the Lutheran CORE 
steering committee. She is pastor at 
Gethsemane Lutheran Church in 
Wallace, Mich., and St. Stephen’s 
Lutheran Church in Stephenson, Mich. 
Pr. Johnson can be reached at 
pastorcori@hotmail.com. 

mailto:sshipman@lutherancore.org�
http://www.lutherancore.org/resources/elca-specific-issues/�
http://www.lutherancore.org/news/newsletters/�
https://www.facebook.com/LutheranCORE�
https://twitter.com/LutheranCORE�
mailto:pastorcori@hotmail.com.�
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Pastor Paul Borg of Lutheran 
CORE and Bishop Emeritus Paull 
Spring of the North American 
Lutheran Church participated in a  
two-day consultation with 
representatives from the International 
Christian Network (ICN) held in 
Neuendettelsau, Germany, October  
30-31. Known in Germany as the 
Internationale Konferenz 
Bekennender Gemeinschaften, this 
worldwide fellowship seeks to serve 
many separate reform movements—
all of whom are committed to the 
authority of the Bible and the 
ecumenical creeds.  

Like Lutheran CORE, ICN has 
both individual and corporate 
members. Its corporate members 
include reform movements from 
Germany, Korea, South Africa, 
Norway, Denmark, the Netherlands, 
Switzerland and Austria. The network 
is formally structured with officers, a 
board of directors, a constitution, and 
an annual meeting. It sponsors 
theological conferences and seminars 
and publishes a quarterly journal. 

The consultation’s purpose was to 
learn more about the ICN’s work and to 
explore whether Lutheran CORE and 
the North American Lutheran Church 
should become Network members. 

“There are pockets of discipleship 
renewal in Germany just as there are 
here in the Lutheran Church in North 
America,” remarked Pr. Paul 
Borg.  “Some of these German leaders 
asked if they could walk alongside of 
us, partner with us, and together become 
a more authentic and transforming 

Lutheran CORE, NALC connect in Germany 
with reform group 

Lutheran Church.  The theme that 
unified us and our conversations was 
‘Becoming 1st century disciples in the 
21st century.’  We Lutherans have some 
of the greatest, balanced, and holistic 
theology for being and making 
21st century disciples. We were treated 
warmly and graciously by our German 
hosts. It was especially encouraging to 
witness the Germans’ serious concern 
for congregational renewal and 
discipleship,” Borg said.  

NALC plans are underway to 
recommend an associate membership in 
ICN as well as working with the group 
to develop a June 2015 conference in 
Germany on the theme, “From 
Membership to Discipleship.”  

“The situation in Europe is at least 
as dire for the faith as it is in North 
America,” said Bishop Spring.  
“Secularization now permeates most of 
European society, and the churches of 
Europe are moving rapidly away from 

their biblical and confessional roots.” 
Bp. Spring added that he hopes the 
NALC can provide ICN avenues for 
pastoral and congregational renewal. 

“We are encouraged to learn that in 
Europe there are renewal groups 
forming with many of the same 
convictions that we have,” said 
Lutheran CORE Director Pr. Steve 
Shipman.  “Given the nature of the state 
churches, Lutheran CORE may be in a 
good position for us to help one another 
learn how to bear witness within 
existing church bodies. We do not know 
what will come of these conversations, 
but we are all uplifted to learn that the 
Holy Spirit is speaking to Christians in 
Europe and North America, where our 
churches are often seen to be in spiritual 
and numerical decline,” Shipman said. 

For more information about ICN, 
visit their website at www.ikbg.net.  

Participants in the International Christian Network Consultation, from left, Andreus 
Späth, Pastor Dietrich Blaufuss, Pastor Paul Borg, Bishop Paull Spring, Pastor Wolfhart 
Schlinchting, and Bishop Heinrich Herrmanns. Not pictured is Pastor Martin Fromm. 
Photo courtesy of Pastor Paul Borg. 

http://www.ikbg.net�
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Social media and the Gospel 
Pr. Eric Swensson, our social 
media consultant, offers some 
insights on leveraging social media 
for the Gospel. 
 
 

Picture This 

Using images to attract attention 
is hardly new. However, if one 
were to think of the most significant 
trends in the last year—and 
projections for 2014—it is the wise 
use of images that tops the list. 
What are you doing to use images 
to pull people toward your post? 

Just as businesses do, ministries 
and nonprofits want to promote what 
they offer. Since sales is not the 
point, neither is there a revenue 
stream. Only commercial outfits 
successfully generating sales can 
continue to pay for advertisements. 
Hence we rely on good will, loyalty 
and a few prayers, and hope our 
messages get noticed by the people 
we are trying to target. Prayer comes 
in handy when we think of the 
thousands of other messages 
competing for their attention. 

Pray—and then work as though 
it is up to you—is the maxim. 

When you have something 
important to say, do this: 

 Be brief. 

 Use good grammar. 

 Pair it with a good image. 

We need people to share our 
posts. People are much more likely 
to share your message on social 
media if it has a picture, and that 
picture is probably what drew their 
attention in the first place. Use 
pictures, and use them ethically. Be 
sure to respect copyright laws, but 
you can also acknowledge the 
artistic image’s creator by name. 
You can find great images for free 
on Wiki Commons, but each has a 
directive on acknowledgements. 
Find ones that you like that you are 
able to share. 

One way to get compelling 
images is to make them yourself.  
If you have a smartphone, you 
already possess a powerful 
technology to tell stories. It took me 
a long time to figure it out, but a 
smartphone can be a great creative 
tool. Do some research. 
Experiment. Edit your images. Save 
them. Learn what sizes are best for 

different social media, blogs and 
websites. 

We are hard-wired to look at 
things. Images capture our 
imagination. Use images to help 
people imagine that they are part of 
your mission. 

 

Cordially, 

Eric  

Rev. Eric Jonas Swensson works with the 
Institute of Lutheran Theology in 
marketing, development and interna-
tional theological education. The owner 
of Sound Shore Media, a social media 
marketing business, he has been using the 
web to connect evangelistically with 
people for fifteen years. A historian and 
a writer, Pr. Swensson can be reached at 
ejswensson@gmail.com or 914-235-0361.  

mailto:ejswensson@gmail.com�
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By Pastor Dennis Nelson 

 
When Pastor Samuel Nieva came 

to Compton, California, in 2003, he 
faced a depressing situation. Before 
Pueblo de Dios was founded, the 
previous Lutheran Latino congre-
gation at that location closed 
because of a bad reputation in the 
community. Then the Southwest 
California Synod slated the church 
building for demolition. All of this 
took place in one of the country’s 
poorest communities, with high 
unemployment as well as other 
severe social problems.  

An article in the April 2012 issue 
of CORE Connection told of the 
work that Pastor Nieva has done to 
build one of the most thriving and 
dynamic Lutheran Latino ministries 
in Los Angeles. About 150 people 
attend worship every Sunday, and 
Pastor Nieva combines strong 
Gospel preaching with compassion-
ate social outreach. This article 
provides an update on this 
congregation and its ministries, 
which take seriously Jesus’ call to 
all of us to be and to make disciples. 

Pueblo de Dios meets in a 
building that is owned by the 
Southwest California Synod of the 

ELCA. Because the majority of the 
people living around the church 
have a very low income or are 
without work altogether, much of 
Pastor Nieva’s salary is paid by the 
ELCA national office and the 
Southwest California Synod, with 
some of the funds also coming from 
Pueblo de Dios. So the church faced 
a real crisis last May when the 
synod elected an openly gay bishop. 

When asked how the congrega-
tion responded, Pastor Nieva told 
me that many members were very 
confused, discouraged, and upset at 
first. They felt deserted. They now 

MissionConnect: Update on Pueblo de Dios –  
Compton, California 

The Lutheran CORE Steering Committee seeks to remind congregations of the challenge that Lutheran 
CORE makes to member congregations to support one local and one international mission partner. This 
article continues the narrative of congregations that are making this kind of direct mission connection.  

feel that Lutheran CORE came as 
God’s answer. Pastor Steve 
Shipman, director of Lutheran 
CORE, visited and told them, “You 
are not alone.” Pastor Nieva shared, 
“He extended his hand as a friend 
and brother in Christ.”  

Pueblo de Dios is now asking 
God for wisdom as they seek to 
defend the Word of God while 
remaining within the ELCA. They 
believe that others will be watching 
them as they seek to be faithful in 
their situation. These others then 

(Continued on page 7) 

Alfredo Casillas (left) passes out vegetables at Pueblo de Dios’ weekly food 
distribution for the community. All photos courtesy of Pastor Samuel Nieva.  

http://www.lutherancore.org/wp-content/uploads/2013/10/update-Pueblo-de-Dios.pdf�
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will be encouraged to be faithful in 
their own situations.  

I asked Pastor Nieva to describe 
the current relationship between 
Pueblo de Dios and the Southwest 
California Synod. He replied that 
there should be a relationship of 
mutual respect and that the synod 
should support ethnic ministries that 
are working hard and serving 
faithfully while maintaining a strong 
belief in the authority of the Bible. I 
remember the worship service in 
May of 2011 when Pueblo de Dios 
was officially organized as a 
congregation. Bishop Dean Nelson, 
who was then serving as synod 
bishop, commented that this was the 
first ethnic mission during his two 

(Continued from page 6) terms as bishop that had grown to 
the point that it was able to organize 
as a congregation.  

Pastor Nieva shared, “To be a 
biblical and conservative church is 
and should be a respectable option. 
We should not be ridiculed or 
misinterpreted as homophobic.”  
He then added, “Discrimination is 
not part of the kingdom of God.  
We invite everyone, while also 
calling on all people to repent. 
Overcoming sin by God’s saving 
grace is the only option that every 
human being has to live the 
abundant life that Jesus offers.”  

Pastor Nieva described his work 
at Pueblo de Dios as experiencing 
“the life of the ‘Third World’ in the 
‘First World.’” Some of his people 
are documented, while others are not. 

Many of them only stay in the 
community for a short time, until 
they are able to improve their 
situation, and then they move 
elsewhere. Pastor Nieva shared, “It  
is unethical for me to ask them to 
contribute 10% of their welfare 
check, if they cannot even afford to 
buy tortillas and milk every day for 
their families.” Many of these people 
live in garages. “What they give, they 
give with all their love and sacrifice. 
Some of them are like the widow 
who put in the basket all the money 
that she had – two coins.”  He then 
added, “We live and work within the 
‘Fourth World’ of the poor, but with 
the reality and economic demands of 
the ‘First World.’” 

Combine this situation with the 
fact that Pueblo de Dios meets in a 
synod-owned building and is 
pastored by a Churchwide- and 
synod-funded pastor, and you can 
see why the congregation is very 
dependent upon the ELCA and the 
Southwest California Synod. Pastor 
Nieva was very happy to receive  
the good news that the synod will 
continue to support Pueblo de Dios 
for another year.  

One of the most exciting new 
ministry developments at Pueblo de 
Dios concerns two women leaders of 
the congregation who enrolled at an 
interdenominational Hispanic Center 
for Theological Studies in prepara-
tion for pastoral ministry. One of 
them will be graduating very soon 
and will then begin a degree program 

(Continued on page 8) 

Pueblo de Dios 

Praise team musicians Ana Nieva and Irving Beltran leading the music at 
Pueblo de Dios worship. 
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at Fuller Seminary in Pasadena. The 
other one is finishing her pre-
ministerial preparation. Pastor Nieva 
commented, “We do not have a local 
Lutheran seminary to help prepare 
new Latino pastors in their native 
language.” Pastor Nieva has had 
conversations with the synod about 
the need for solid Lutheran 
theological training, combined with 
strong Biblical education, all within 
the Spanish language. He feels that  
a good option is the Hispanic Center 
for Theological Studies administered 
by the Covenant Church, which has 
its roots in the Scandinavian 
Lutheran Church.  

When asked where these women 
will be serving, Pastor Nieva replied, 
“We have many Lutheran Latino 
churches without pastors. They will 
be qualified to serve there.” He 
would also like to raise up more 
trained, Spanish-speaking church 
leaders to serve as missionaries who 
will plant new, Spanish-speaking 
Lutheran churches. He said, “We are 
called to be disciples and to make 
disciples. Jesus did not train his 
disciples to be members of a 
community. He trained them to share 
the good news of salvation.” His 
vision is the raising up of a new 
generation of Spanish-speaking 
Lutheran pastors, “with deep biblical 
preparation in their native language, 
to renew the biblical identity of the 
Lutheran church.”  

(Continued from page 7) 

Pueblo de Dios 

Convocation during the Mission 
Connect presentation and work-
shop, as well as at the NALC 
Convocation. He said, “Steve 
Shipman was very clear when he 
said, ‘Not only send your help; go 
to Pueblo de Dios and experience 
their live testimony. Be recharged 
with the new blood that God wants 
for the Lutheran church when you 
visit Pueblo de Dios.’” 

Pueblo de Dios Lutheran Church 
and Pastor Samuel Nieva are 
worthy of our prayers and financial 
support. They may be contacted at: 

Pueblo de Dios Lutheran Church 
804 East Rosecrans Avenue  
Compton, CA 90221 
(310) 608-2795 
pueblodedioslutheran@gmail.com     

I am a part of a group of 
confessional, biblically-faithful, 
ELCA Lutheran pastors who are 
meeting with Pastor Nieva for 
fellowship and mutual support. 
Several of these pastors are 
members of Lutheran CORE. One is 
serving in a congregation that has a 
Spanish-speaking ministry and is 
hoping that Pueblo de Dios will be 
raising up leaders for his and other 
ministry situations. Pastor Nieva is 
looking for more congregations 
throughout the United States that 
share his passions, priorities, and 
concerns. He sees Lutheran CORE 
as playing a decisive role in creating 
these connections. 

Pastor Nieva is also very grateful 
for the opportunity he had to speak 
at last summer’s Lutheran CORE 

Seminarian Maria Montalvo, one of two Pueblo de Dios leaders attending the 
interdenominational Hispanic Center for Theological Studies, prays with a 
parishioner.  

mailto:pueblodedioslutheran@gmail.com�
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Pathology of Congregations in Decline  
By Pastor Don Brandt 

An article from The American 
Church Magazine was passed on to 
me recently by a friend. “Autopsy 
of a Deceased Church” was written 
by Thom S. Rainer, a church 
consultant. Rainer shares 
characteristics of a church he 
consulted; characteristics that 
contributed to the congregation 
eventually closing its doors. 

It reminded me of an article I 
wrote for the ELCA’s Lutheran 
Partners magazine back in 1989. 
In my article, which included the 
subtitle “Case History of a Patient 
in Decline,” I used the analogy of a 
critically ill patient to address the 
issue of struggling Lutheran 
congregations. 

First, eight of Thom Rainer’s 
autopsy “findings.” Then I’ll add a 
couple of additional characteristics 
I feel are relatively common 
among congregations where, even 
when death is not imminent, their 
condition is nevertheless critical. 
From Thom Rainer’s article 
regarding one particular 
congregation he consulted: 

1. “The church refused to look 
like the community… the 
church members had no desire 
to reach the new residents (of 

their surrounding, changing 
community).” This typically 
happens incrementally, over 
time. Members often don’t 
notice how insulated they’ve 
become from their neighbors. 
And this insulation can be based 
on ethnic, socio-economic or 
generational differences when 
comparing congregational 
members with the residents of 
their surrounding community. 

2. “The percentage of the budget 
for members’ needs kept 
increasing.” At the time this 
particular church finally closed 
its doors only two percent of 
their offerings went to people 
and needs outside the 
membership. 

3. “There were no evangelistic 
emphases.” Bringing the 
evangelistic mandate to the 

In Pursuit 

of the Great 

Commission 

attention of members is an on-
going challenge. Our natural 
inclination is to focus on the 
needs of fellow members. 
Add—in the case of Lutherans 
—a denominational heritage 
that rarely emphasizes 
evangelism, and you have a 
recipe for long-term decline. 

4. “The members had more and 
more arguments about what 
they wanted. As the church 
continued to decline… the 
inward focus of the members 
turned caustic.” Congregational 
decline, which often involves 
diminishing resources, can lead 
directly to internal conflict. 
Churches that are growing, in 
contrast, are less likely to find 
the will, time or energy to fight. 

5. “With few exceptions, pastoral 
tenure grew shorter and 
shorter.” In general the 
correlation here is that the 
greater the “turnover” in 
pastoral leadership, the greater 
the likelihood a congregation  
is in decline. 

6. “The church rarely prayed 
together.” Thom Rainer noticed 
a conspicuous lack of prayer  

(Continued on page 10) 

Members often don’t notice how insulated they’ve become from their neighbors. 
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Congregational decline, which often involves 
diminishing resources, can lead directly to internal 
conflict. Churches that are growing, in contrast, are 

less likely to find the will, time or energy to fight. 

Congregations in decline 

in this congregation’s life  
and ministry. 

7. “The church had no clarity as 
to why it existed. There was no 
vision no mission, no purpose.”  
No added comment needed.   

8. “The facilities continued to 
deteriorate.” The members of 
this church, according to Rainer, 
“no longer had outsider eyes” 
when it came to their facilities. 
In other words, visitors could 
sense, based on the appearance 
of the congregation’s facilities 
alone, that this congregation 
was dying. 

I’d like to add to Rainer’s list a 
couple of additional characteristics 
I’ve found are common among 
declining congregations. 

1. The worship music is not 
accessible; i.e., visitor friendly. 
The question “would a visitor 
be able to sing this?” is never 
asked. As I’ve mentioned in 
previous columns, the issue here 

(Continued from page 9) 

is whether our worship music is 
participatory for non-members. 

2. My last “symptom” when it 
comes to congregations in 
decline is that they rarely have  
a vibrant small group ministry. 
Discussion-oriented (and 
praying) small group Bible 
studies don’t just contribute to 
the personal spiritual growth of 
participants, they also contribute 
directly to congregational 
health and vitality. 

I encourage you to assess your 
own congregation. Do any of these 
characteristics or symptoms apply? 
If so, can they be treated? Which 
“symptom” would you consider the 
most urgent? And when can you 
start treatment?  

“Mobilizing Confessing Lutherans 
for Evangelical Renewal” 

Pr. Brandt welcomes comments and 
questions. Contact him at 
donb@oursaviorssalem.org 

“Autopsy of a Deceased Church” 
was originally published at 
ThomRainer.com on May 17, 2013 
and reprinted in The American 
Church Magazine, June 2013. Thom 
S. Rainer serves as president and 
CEO of LifeWay Chris an Resources. 
Among his greatest joys are his 
family: his wife Nellie Jo; three sons, 
Sam, Art, and Jess; and seven 
grandchildren. Dr. Rainer can be 
found on Twi er @ThomRainer and 
at facebook.com/Thom.S.Rainer. 
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Upcoming events 

January 17 
Gordon Conwell Theological 

Seminary 
Charlotte, North Carolina 

The Michael D. McDaniel Center for Theology presents a Lenten Symposium, 
“Preaching The Lenten Texts,” featuring the Rev. Dr. Amy Schifrin as speaker. 
Registration is $25 plus $10 for lunch. For further information contact the Rev. Dr. 
Mary B. Havens at MHavens@sc.rr.com or download event brochure. 

February 2-4 
Bloomington (Minneapolis), 

Minnesota 

“Developing Lutheran Ears” is the theme of the joint Augustana District/Institute of 
Lutheran Theology Theological Conference at the Best Western Plus Hotel across 
from the Mall of America. Two well-known Lutheran Theologians—Dr. Steven 
Paulson, from Luther Seminary, St. Paul, MN, and Dr. Mark Mattes, from Grandview 
University, Des Moines, IA—will be the main presenters. Registration deadline is 
January 15, 2014. For full conference information, download the brochure.  

March 10-11 
San Pedro Center,  
Orlando, Florida 

Florida Chapter, Society of the Holy Trinity Retreat. Speaker is The Rev. Dr. Wollom 
A. Jensen, STS, CAPT, CHC, USN (Ret), Executive Office to the Bishop for Armed 
Services and Federal Ministries Office of the Presiding Bishop, The Episcopal 
Church. For further information contact Rev. Larry Recla, Dean of the Florida 
Chapter, STS at larryrecla@comcast.net.  

March 14-16 
Three Bears Lodge, 
Warrens, Wisconsin  

2014 Lutheran Congregations in Mission for Christ (LCMC) Youth Event. David 
Scherer-Agape, musician; Eric Samuel Timm, speaker and artist. Contact Lisa 
McCormick, ministries@gloriadeitomah.com for more information. 

March 22 
St. Paul Lutheran Church, 

York, Pennsylvania 

Mid-Atlantic Lutheran Fellowship Mission Festival: “Nurturing the Faith: Strategies 
for Bearing Fruit for the Kingdom.” The Rev. Dr. Gemechis Buba will be the keynote 
speaker. Registration is $15 registration before March 3; $20 after. Checks payable to 
St. Paul Lutheran Church with note in memo line “Mid-Atlantic Mission Festival.” 
See St. Paul’s website (www.saintpaul-trinity.org) for more information. 

May 5-8 
Radisson Hotel and 
Conference Center  
Canmore, Alberta 

Canadian Rockies Theological Conference, “Strong Medicine: The Lutheran Doctrine 
of Vocation as an Antidote to the Lethal Me-Culture of Today,” features Dr. Uwe 
Siemon-Netto, with Dr. Walter Sundberg, Professor of Church History at Luther 
Seminary, as respondent. Registration fee of $300.00 CDN includes breakfast and 
lunch on Tuesday/Wednesday/Thursday. Special room rate (approx. $95.00 CDN/
night plus tax) is available at the Radisson. Use promo code CANROC when making 
room reservation; special room rate will apply for several days before/after the 
conference. Contact Pr. Phil Gagnon at 780-953-3412 or email: pastorphil@me.com.  

June 26-29 Cleveland, Ohio 
IMPACT! Youth Encounter National Youth Event. More information available at 
www.youthencounter.org/event/impact/. 

July 21-22 
The Citadel 

Charleston, South Carolina 

Lutheran CORE Convocation will focus on helping Lutherans share our faith. 
Opening worship preacher is the Rev. Dr. Gemechis Buba, and Dr. Walter Sundberg, 
professor of church history at Lutheran Seminary, will deliver the keynote address. 
More information coming soon! 

July 22-23 
The Citadel 

Charleston, South Carolina 

CORE/NALC Theological Conference, “Rightly Handling the Word of Truth: 
Scripture, Canon, and Creed” featuring Robert Benne, Mark Granquist, Stephen 
Hultgren, R. David Nelson, Amy Schifrin, Christopher Seitz and David Yeago. More 
information coming soon!  

February 18-20 
Westin Lake Mary North;  

Orlando, Florida 

NALC Preaching Conference: From Death to Life: Preaching Law and Gospel in 
Lent and Easter. Featured presenters are Dr. Carl Fickensher II of Concordia 
Theological Seminary, Fort Wayne, IN; Dr. James Nestingen, professor emeritus of 
church history at Luther Seminary, St. Paul, MN; and Dr. Amy Schifrin, director of 
the North American Lutheran Seminary and Seminary Center at Trinity School for 
Ministry, Ambridge, PA. More information available on the NALC website. 

July 24-25 
The Citadel 

Charleston, South Carolina 
NALC Convocation. More information coming soon! 

mailto:MHavens@sc.rr.com�
http://www.lutherancore.org/wp-content/uploads/2013/11/Lenten-conference-color-version-pdf.pdf�
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