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But through the grace of God, contemplation—true contemplation—
does not depend on you. You are not the dawn, you are the land that 
awaits the dawn. 

 Your God is the dawn, and later he is full daylight, and later still high 
noon. 
 You are the land that waits for the light, the blackboard that waits for 
the white chalk of the draughtsman who walks towards you with the chalk in 
his hand. Sit down and try to be still; sit still and try to hope. Leave behind 
you time, space, number, thought, reason, culture, and look ahead. 
 Look beyond yourself, beyond your helplessness and your limitations, 
and wait. 
 Your heart has been tried by suffering and darkness; now allow it to 
stop relying on the earth it is leaving. 
 Let your tears flow, to water the arid land of your faith. 
 Persevere. 
 Do not think of anything else. God is before you. 
 God is coming to you. 
 Contemplation is not a matter of watching, but of being watched, and 
he is there watching you. 
 And if he is watching you, he loves you, and in loving you, he gives 
you what you are looking for: himself. 
 What other gift could there be for one who had searched so hard. 
 Our heart is so hard to satisfy. 
 God alone can fill it. 
 Things never can.   —Carlo Carretto, In Search of the Beyond (Darton, 
Longman & Todd, 1975), 81. 

He will raise me: an Easter homily 
“But these words seemed to them an idle tale, and they did not believe 
them.” (Luke 24.11) The Danish theologian Kierkegaard told a parable of 
a community of ducks, waddling off to duck church to hear the duck 

preacher. The duck preacher spoke eloquently of how God had given the ducks 
wings with which to fly. This was a wonderful gift, he said, for there was no 
place these ducks could not go, nothing they could not accomplish. Why, with 
those wings they could soar right up into God's presence!  Shouts of “Amen!” 
were quacked through the duck congregation. When the service was ended, the 
ducks left, commenting on what a wonderful message they had heard—and  
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they all waddled back home. 
Are we like them?  Do we come and hear this 

glad Easter gospel, talk about how wonderful it is, 
perhaps even singing Charles’ Wesley’s wonderful 
words, “Soar we now where Christ has led”—and 
then waddle home, acting as if the story, the words, 
the truth is indeed an idle tale? 

Well, of course it is an idle tale, if it does not 
touch me. During the weeks of Lent, our congrega-
tion has been studying the ecumenical creeds, and 
for me it was a good opportunity to reflect once 
again on Luther’s explanation of the creed in the 
Small Catechism. One theme that recurs throughout is 
the importance of the faith touching me—that God 
created, not just the world, but me; that Christ came, 
not just to save humanity, but so that I may be his 
own. Perhaps on this Resurrection Day, we should 
quote once more from the catechism: To believe, Lu-
ther says, means knowing that “on the last day he 
will raise me and all the dead, and give me and all 
believers in Christ eternal life.” Again, the personal. 
He will raise me; he will give me eternal life.  That's 
what this day means. 

 
He will raise me 

He will raise me. E. Stanley Jones, the great 
missionary, told about an African convert to Christi-
anity. Often in those days, the newly baptized were 
encouraged to take new names, especially if their 
old names had pagan associations. This particular 
man chose a new name, but it was not what the mis-
sionaries expected. At his baptism he asked to be 
named “After.” He had concluded that his entire life 
was now new and different, now that the risen 
Christ had embraced him. 

The promise of resurrection is that there is an 
“after” for us. In a life that sometimes seems dis-
couraging, sometimes even tragic, there is always an 
“after.” Even what seems like death is not the end.  
“For if we have been united with him in a death like 
his, we will certainly be united with him in a resur-
rection like his.” He will raise me! 

E. B. White wrote movingly of his wife’s 
grave illness, which lasted for several years. She was 
mostly bedridden, but every October she would se-
lect a day to supervise the planting of the garden.  
Often it would be a cold and blustery day, but she 
would wrap herself in a trench coat, establish herself 
on a canvas lawn chair, and with a clipboard and 
pencil, give explicit directions to the gardener as to 

what bulbs should be planted where. Each year it 
seemed unlikely she would live to see the flowers of 
spring, but she kept at it every autumn for several 
years. When you believe there is an “after,” you 
keep going with faith. 

St. Paul puts it this way: “If for this life only 
we have hoped in Christ, we are of all people most 
to be pitied.” We know this hope is not for this life 
only; we have the gift of eternal life. But at the same 
time, this is no pie in the sky, no merely future hope. 
this is a promise for this life, for this very day! It ena-
bles us to walk in newness of life; to live with joy, 
with purpose, and with freedom. 

 
Living with joy 

We can live with joy. In 1930, in the early 
days of the Soviet Union, the Bolshevik Bukharin 
addressed a huge assembly in Kiev. His subject was 
atheism. For over an hour, he harangued against 
Christianity, heaping ridicule and contempt on the 
gospel and all that it means. When he finished, he 
demanded, “Are there any questions?” A solitary 
man arose and asked permission to speak. He 
mounted the platform, stood next to Bukharin, and 
slowly surveyed the crowd. At last he shouted the 
ancient Easter greeting of the Orthodox Church:  
“Christ is risen!” The vast assembly was immediate-
ly on its feet, and the response came crashing like 
the sound of an avalanche:  “He is risen indeed!”  
There, in that dreary place filled with powerful op-
position to the gospel, the promise of eternal life 
brought joy and triumph even in the face of death.  
When you know that Christ has given you eternal 
life, your joy cannot be stifled.  

 
Living with purpose  

That promise of eternal life brings purpose.  
When Luba Tryszynska was a young mother, she 
was imprisoned, along with thousands of other 
Polish Jews, in Bergen-Belson concentration camp.  
Her husband was taken away to another camp, 
where he ultimately died. Her three-year-old son 
was snatched from her arms and sent to the gas 
chambers of Auschwitz. But on her second night in 
Bergen-Belson, Luba heard children crying, and she 
responded as any mother would. There were 46 
Dutch children who had been dumped at her camp, 
presumably to die. None was older than 14. Luba 
rescued them. She coaxed kitchen workers to give 
her extra food, and she stole what she could not beg. 
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“I felt I was alive for a purpose,” she said. “I wanted 
to help these children who didn't have their moth-
ers.” For nine months she struggled to keep them 
alive, and when the camp was liberated in April, 
1945, she had succeeded with all but two.   

We who have the gift of eternal life—we 
have a purpose! That purpose is what keeps us go-
ing, even when death is all around us, even when 
the world seems to make no sense and to have no 
future, even when we feel like giving up. And with 
a sense of purpose, life can be full. 

 
Living in freedom to love 

That gift of eternal life also sets us free—free 
to love, free to give. Larry Phillips tells about a trip 
to a restaurant with his six-year-old son. The boy 
asked if he could say grace, and of course, his father 
said “OK.” They bowed their heads. “God is good, 
God is great. Thank you for the food, and I would 
thank you even more if Mom gets us ice cream for 
dessert. And liberty and justice for all! Amen.” 
There were chuckles from surrounding patrons, but 
one woman said rather sternly, “That’s what’s 
wrong with this country.  Kids today don’t even 
know how to pray. Asking God for ice cream!  Why, 
I never!” 

At this the boy burst into tears. “Did I do 
wrong, Dad? Is God mad at me?” Dad assured him 
he had done just fine, that God was certainly not 
mad. Just then an elderly man approached the table.  

He winked at the boy and said, “I happen to know 
that God thought that was a great prayer!” 
“Really?” the boy asked. “Cross my heart.” And 
then, in a theatrical whisper, the man tipped his 
head toward the woman who had made the remark.  
“Too bad she never asks God for ice cream. A little 
ice cream is good for the soul sometimes.” 

Well, of course there was ice cream for des-
sert. The six-year-old stared at his for a moment, 
then without a word picked up his bowl, walked 
over to the woman who had made the remark and 
set it down in front of her. “Here,” he smiled, “this 
is for you. Ice cream is good for the soul sometimes, 
and my soul is good already!” [Homiletics 10:2] 
 Can you say that today, on this day of resur-
rection? Have you heard the promise, that God will 
give you  eternal life? That's what makes for a good 
soul, you see. If you have heard that promise … if 
you truly have heard that promise given to you … 
then you have been set free to do wonderful things 
in this life. You have been set free to love, to serve, 
to give yourself away; free to live joyfully for Christ, 
the risen Lord; free to face the future with confi-
dence and excitement, no matter what has happened 
yesterday, no matter what is happening today. If 
you know that Christ will raise you and give you 
eternal life, then this Easter gospel is no idle tale. 
You will not waddle home after church today, but 
you will soar where Christ has led. 
   —by Richard O. Johnson, editor 

Good Christian friends, rejoice and sing! 

by Amy C. Schifrin 

“When I want to know what people be-
lieve, I listen to what they sing and how 
they sing it.”— Philip Harmoncourt, “The 

Anthropological and Liturgical-Theological Founda-
tions of Music in Worship,” Studia Liturgica 28 
(1998), 25. 

Some holidays are secular days. Some holi-
days are holy days. Some “former” holy days (All 
Hallows Eve/Halloween) are now celebrated with 
more enthusiasm than national holidays. We could 
even say that some of these formerly holy days are 
celebrated with “religious” fervor and rigid rubrics. 
Statisticians tell us that in the U.S. in 2023, 12 billion 
dollars was spent on Halloween. (The 20-foot robot-

ic blow-up tarantula in my neighbor’s yard not only 
terrifies me, but it puts my poor rescue pup into 
AFib.) Presidents’ Day is touted as a good day to 
buy a new mattress or, if you’re feeling flush, a new 
car. Gone are the recitations of “Fourscore and seven 
years ago …”or strains of “Battle Hymn of the Re-
public.” Stores are open on the first Monday in Sep-
tember so laborers at the bottom of the food chain 
can labor all day. And if social media is any indica-
tion, half of the residents of the United States don’t 
really know the difference between Memorial Day 
and Veterans’ Day. We could ask: Is that because for 
those who attend such national remembrances, the 
same hymns are often sung on both days? 



Forum Letter April 2025 Page 4 

 

In the secularization of historic Christian ho-
ly days, music, menus, ornaments, and bobble-
heads co-exist in an incongruous and bizarre mix of 
the beatific and the absurd. At Christmastide (well, 
actually about a month or more before Christmas-
tide), the most garishly decorated yard in my neigh-
borhood is filled with reindeer who surround a ne-
on holy family while three wise men, Santa, and 
myriad elves blink in time to a dissonant mish-
mashed quodlibet of “O Little Town of Bethlehem” 
and “Frosty the Snowman.” (BTW, these people are 
about four houses down from the tarantula.) I am 
not unaware of the theories of the Christianization 
of pagan rites, but this re-paganization is not only 
theologically troublesome, it is also dangerous and 
heretical, for it is functionally telling a story which 
says that nothing of the biblical narrative of the in-
carnation is true.  

 
Resurrection/spring 

The Festival of the Resurrection coincides 
with the beginning of spring in much of the north-
ern hemisphere, although I do think that “spring” 
means something quite different in Saskatchewan 
than it does in Sarasota Springs. Since there are few-
er “Christmas and Easter Christians” than ever be-
fore, bunnies, butterflies, and Easter egg hunts are 
more prevalent than even a small desire to hear that 
the first born of many brothers and sisters is risen 
from the dead. Churches, too, have trivialized the 
Resurrection of our Lord in their own semi-heretical 
ways. Post-modern mainline churches have aban-
doned the past, and a belief in a bodily resurrection 
is passé when everything is metaphor. (If you don’t 
believe in a bodily resurrection, can you believe that 
Jesus is truly present in bread and wine?) Evangeli-
cal and fundamentalist churches have enshrined the 
past in a mechanistic way, making belief in the res-
urrection an assent akin to superstition. (Faith be-
comes more of a work here when you must talk 
yourself into it; yet, paradoxically, in these enclaves, 
there is no need to talk oneself into believing in the 
real presence of our Lord in the sacrament.) Either 
way, creedal Christianity is lost. 

How, then, do we worship, teach, and live in 
such a way that we who yet believe that Jesus was 
raised from the tomb help form the faith of those 
who gather with us?  How do we witness to and in-
corporate into salvation history those who do show 

up on Easter morning and perhaps continue to show 
up through all seven Sundays in the Great 50 Days? 
I know of no place outside of our congregations 
where people will be given the joy and hope that 
comes from living as the body of Christ, of him who 
is our crucified and risen Lord.  

 
The power of song  

In Year C of the Revised Common Lectionary, 
the second and following Sundays of Easter give us 
a second reading from Revelation and a gospel les-
son from St. John. Currently, a text from Acts rather 
than from the Hebrew Bible provides the first read-
ing (that’s a conversation for another column …). 
These texts from Revelation and John overflow with 
a joy that cannot be contained. We proclaim the 
good news through these texts, as the power which 
the Holy Spirit has poured into them comes alive 
again in their vocative sounding. “My Lord, and My 
God!” “Blessings and glory and wisdom and 
thanksgiving and honor and power and might be to 
our God forever and ever.” “And there will be no 
more night; they need no light of lamp or sun, for 
the Lord God will be their light, and they will reign 
forever and ever.” “The glory that you have given 
me I have given them, so that they may be one as we 
are one.” We preach from these texts in hope that 
our meager words will bring comfort, strength, and 
hope for this life and for the next. We receive the 
body and blood of our Lord, and, in many assem-
blies, the newly baptized are receiving our Lord’s 
body and blood as they begin their lives of children 
of the living God. And the thread which binds all 
who participate is sounded through the assembly’s 
song. 

So I ask: Could it be that in singing together 
within the eucharistic ordo, the true nature and dox-
ological destiny of the human life is being made 
manifest? Could it be that through singing of the 
one who is, who was, and who is to come, the resur-
rection enters our corporate body in such a way that 
faith is born again and again? Could it be that in 
singing the hope that God pours into our hearts 
within the sacred frame of eucharistic ordo, the true 
nature of the body of Christ is disclosed? Could it be 
that as voices are joined as one in praise of God, the 
church comes to life through the very sound that 
issues forth from our mouths? Such a sounding is 
shaped by the chosen hymnody, by what is sung in 
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this ritual setting. What has been spoken through 
the proclamation of the biblical text and the preach-
ing of this divine word comes to doxological expres-
sion in the moment of its vocative performance, em-
bodied in a particular moment in salvation history. 

 
Singing and identity 

One voice singing as part of a larger auditory 
environment connects an individual to the wider 
assembly. In the process of singing, a larger identity 
is formed. We are capable of knowing a philosophi-
cal assertion or theological proposition without say-
ing it is our own, but the ritual of hymn singing—of 
breath, pitch, rhythm, and even words issuing forth 
from our bodies, particularly in the sacramental con-
text of the eucharistic ordo—engages our humanity 
in a way that it takes on personal significance while 
creating new relationships with those who surround 
us in the assembly as well as through the cloud of 
witnesses. Yet most of all, we are connected with the 
One to whom we direct our singing, as sound events 
unite the interiorities of human and divine. In a 
sense, the body of the resurrected Christ is sung into 
being. God created the first human from the dust 
and breathed into his nostrils the breath of life. The 
risen Christ comes to his fearful disciples and 
breathes into them the new life that comes from 
peace, trust, and forgiveness. In the assembly’s song, 
the Triune God gives the body of Christ breath with-
in his breath, voice within his voice. 

With St. Paul, we often say that faith comes 
through hearing (Rom. 10.17). I would like to extrap-
olate on his word to us, for one major way in which 
this hearing creates faith is when we hear our voice 
as we simultaneously hear the voices of those 
around us. Together we are proclaiming and reflect-
ing, evangelizing and trusting. We are singing the 
hope that God is pouring into us as his love sounds 
forth in our very breath. Hymnody is not an exercise 
in apologetics, but an immersion in sound: sound 
which cannot be held onto, but which draws us into 
a future existing for us through the hope that God 
keeps breathing into our hearts.  

Hymns of the Christian faith, especially 
those with explicitly resurrection themes, have the 
capacity to change the way we live in this day as we 
experience the sound of what is to come. Regardless 
of what century a hymn’s text and tune were com-
posed, we sing as if this hymn was written for our 

voices. As a corporate incarnational experience, con-
gregational singing is also a resurrection experience. 
The essence of music is movement. Music per-
formed and experienced in real time is experienced 
as vitality, aliveness, for where there is sound, there 
is life and there is a leaning into the future. 

 
Singing ever new 

Music does not need to be newly composed 
to exude this vitality, such newness of life, and 
therein lies some of the beauty of a standard pub-
lished hymnic repertoire. Each experience of a hymn 
being sung is ever new. This not only depends upon 
who is in the assembly on a given day, but also upon 
the lectionary texts, the homily, and the musical set-
ting of the ordinary of the mass. The hymns are sung 
and heard in juxtaposition to everything else that is 
sounded. While we preachers hope for our homilies 
to be ever new, hymns “work their magic” through 
the gift of tacit knowledge. This kind of knowledge 
is gained in the body. It is a knowledge that comes 
from being able to close the hymnal and still sing 
boldly. It is a knowledge that forms tears to gather 
behind your eyes and the lump to form in your 
throat until you let those tears fall. It is a knowledge 
that can begin when a small child sleeps in its moth-
er’s lap in the back pew while she sings the hymn 
tune which her own mother sang to her when she 
was just a babe in arms. In this vast connective tis-
sue of sound, each new generation grows with a 
lived experience of the knowing a hymn in their 
bones, for in conscious memory, there was never a 
time when you didn’t know the tune. 

This knowing which creates an identity that 
one belongs to the Risen Christ arises in the singing 
assembly. We are drawn beyond ourselves and our 
limitations as we are sung into this sacred identity, 
so that our bodies “know more than we could possi-
bly say.” (See Rebecca Slough’s summary of Michael 
Polanyi’s work on how we know through experi-
ence: “Let Every Tongue Mingle its Softest Tones 
with Mine” in Religious and Social Ritual: Interdiscipli-
nary Explorations, 189-190.) Rather than being told 
about who we are, rather than having to make some 
decision about who we are, through the act of sing-
ing together, we experience who we are and where 
we are going together. 
 Processional hymns, recessional hymns, of-
fertory and distribution hymns, and the centerpiece 
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Omnium gatherum 

Ordination down under ● We’ve tried to 
keep you apprised of the saga of ordina-
tion of women in the Lutheran Church of 

Australia and New Zealand. In a nutshell, the 
church (which has carefully tried to remain in rela-
tionship with both the “conservative” and “liberal” 
sides of the Lutheran family elsewhere) finally de-
cided, after many years of discussion, to remove its 
ban on the ordination of women. The church’s 
bishop, Paul Smith, has posted a series of short vid-
eos explaining this decision to LCANZ’s people. 
He speaks pastorally and clearly, and you might 
find these videos of some interest: https://
www.lca.org.au/bishop/ordination-videos/.  
 
Confusion? ● James Neuchterlein writes, in re-
sponse to “Pardon me” in the January Forum Letter, 
that he was “disturbed by what I take to be an un-
characteristic misuse, or rather, lack of use, of Lu-
theran theology. … You argue that President 
Biden’s pardon of his son Hunter should be judged 
gently in the name of Christian mercy. This seems 
to me a category error. I’m not here concerned with 
the rightness or not of the former president’s deci-
sion, but rather with your basis for defending it. 
You are surely aware of the Lutheran understand-
ing of the left and right hand kingdoms of God. He 
rules all of life, but not under the same rubric. Giv-

en fallen human nature, Lutherans teach, the state 
cannot be run by the gospel. Unlike the right hand 
kingdom of the church, where love, grace, and 
mercy prevail, the left hand kingdom is governed 
by law and justice. Thus the Christian magistrate, 
faced with a violation of the law, does not, in his 
role as judge, forgive seventy times; he applies the 
applicable rule of law. If society were to operate 
consistently under your imperative of mercy, our 
whole system of criminal justice would collapse. I 
know you don’t intend that, but it does seem to be 
where the logic of your argument leads.” I re-
sponded: “I take your point, but on the other hand, 
the ‘applicable rule of law,’ for better or worse (and 
subsequent  events have made one wonder how 
much for ‘better’ and how much for ‘worse’), ex-
plicitly includes the power of the President to par-
don. So it isn’t the case that the Christian magis-
trate (at least this one) cannot forgive or show mer-
cy; the question is whether he/she ought to do so. 
I’m not sure anything in Lutheran doctrine gives a 
clear answer to that question. It then becomes a 
matter of the individual magistrate’s prudential 
judgment—in which case one can’t necessarily ex-
pect that magistrate to pay much attention to Lu-
theran doctrine (at least until we elect a Lutheran 
magistrate!).” He then kindly reflected: “I accept 
that Biden was not in this instance acting as a char-

we know as the de tempore hymn (Hymn of the Day) 
all have the potential to bring us together as one 
body, to sing with one voice. (This does not mean 
that singing needs to be done in unison; four-part 
harmony is what we were made for!) The Hymn of 
the Day, by its ritual location, functions as a per-
formative doxological exegesis of the appointed les-
sons and to the homily. It is an oral/aural exegesis 
in which the assembly performs its identity as the 
Body of Christ: from its deepest sorrows to its 
yearnings for the fulness of Christ’s mercy to show-
er over the earth, for its ache to sing with the saints 
who have nurtured us in the faith to the shimmer-
ing of the leaves on the tree where all will find 
peace. In this sense, the Hymn of the Day is also a 
eucharistic exegesis. Together, we sing the glory of 

God as we become who he wants us to be: one, holy, 
catholic, and apostolic; a living entity whose pres-
ence is heard in this world, and in the next, as we 
sing our Lord’s song.  
 Praise we in songs of victory 
 that love, that life which cannot die, 
 And sing with hearts uplifted high: 
 Alleluia, alleluia, alleluia! (LBW 144, vs. 3) 

 
Amy C. Schifrin, a regular contributor to Forum Letter, 
is Associate Professor (ret.) of Liturgy & Homiletics at 
North American Lutheran Seminary and Trinity School 
for Ministry in Ambridge, PA, and Seminary President 
Emeritus at the North American Lutheran Seminary. She 
lives in Colorado. 
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acteristic magistrate. As I said, I am not here con-
cerned with whether or not Biden made the right 
decision. My argument was directed toward your 
more general proposition: ‘For Christians . . . the in-
clination should always be toward mercy, pardon, 
forgiveness, grace.’ ‘I would still insist on the priori-
ty of mercy in pretty much every situation.’ This 
seems to me wrongheaded for the Christian entrust-
ed with upholding the law—whether as policeman, 
juror, judge, etc. The proper priority for that person 
is justice—the appropriate application of the law—
not mercy. The mercy and forgiveness required of 
Christians in their private capacities must be held 
distinct from their public duties. Back to my funda-
mental Lutheran point: Given fallen human nature, 
it is neither necessary nor possible to run the state 
by the gospel.” Much to think about, and I appreci-
ate the exchange! 
 
Gratuitous, perplexing, and offensive  ●  Also re-
sponding to a January article, Frank Senn wasn’t 
entirely happy with Evan McClanahan’s review of 
the film “Bonhoeffer.” “I want to say,” he writes, 
“that while I wasn’t enamored by the Bonhoeffer 
movie I think Evan’s point that for those who don't 
know Bonhoeffer the Todd Komarnicki film is a 
good introduction is a point well taken. It covers the 
main highlights of Bonhoeffer’s life in a cinematical-
ly winsome way. I recommended it to a Jewish lady 
who lives in our condo. What I object to in Evan’s 
article is his last paragraph. I think it was gratuitous 
and perplexing to suddenly inject the statement 
That ‘at least they didn't give Bonhoeffer the 
"Lincoln" treatment and make him gay.’ My wife, 
who sometimes reads the Forum Letter, also won-
dered what the ‘Lincoln’ gay treatment was. Did it 
refer to the film with Daniel Day Lewis? We  could 
not recall anything that was ‘gay treatment’ in that 
film. But even to say that the Komarnicki film didn't 
make Bonhoeffer gay is a pejorative homophobic 
remark. I found it offensive. Fortunately, I could 
read on to Amy Schifrin's excellent article on pray-
ing the Suffrages.” Pr. McClanahan’s response: 
“Thanks to Pr. Senn for his thoughts. The film I was 
referring to was not the one starring Daniel Day 
Lewis, but a 2024 film called Lover of Men 
(www.loverofmen.com/). Through a series of innu-
endos, that film makes the anachronistic case that 
Lincoln was gay with very little evidence. The larger 

point was that there seems to be interest in making 
historical figures members of the LGBTQ communi-
ty without the dead being able to defend themselves 
against such a charge. For example, it has been sug-
gested many times that Bonhoeffer and his friend 
Eberhard Bethge were closer than just friends. I find 
that kind of assessment both ahistorical and perhaps 
as offensive as my quip.”  
 
“Wonder anew”  ●  Pr. Paul Gravrock has recently 
published a book entitled Wonder Anew: a Book of 
Bible Stories for Adults. He offers interesting reflec-
tions on eighty Bible stories (mostly familiar ones, 
but some not so much) in a format that is part Bible 
study, part devotional, and part theological reflec-
tion. Each story is followed by some questions for 
discussion or reflection. The book would be good for 
individual reflection, but also for small group study 
or congregational council devotions. It will be avail-
able shortly on amazon.com, or you can order it 
from Pr. Gravrock at www.pauljgravrock.com. 
 
Creative ministry ●  Parishes do all sorts of interest-
ing and creative things. We perhaps spend more 
time than we should reporting on those that are mis-
guided and unfortunate. But we hear about good 
things happening, as well. For instance, Trinity Lu-
theran in San Pedro, CA (affiliated with Lutheran 
Congregations in Mission for Christ), under the 
leadership of Pastor Nathan Hoff, has developed the 
“All Saints Prayer Chapel” in their former narthex. 
The congregation has commissioned an Anglican 
priest and artist to render saints particularly rele-
vant to their time and place. (See the pictures at 
www.trinitysanpedro.org/chapel.) They have a 
Benedictine-inspired community of young adults 
who share a year-long rule of life and rhythm of 
evening and morning prayer. (You can learn more 
about this ministry at www.trinitysanpedro.org/
theta and www.trinitysanpedro.org/ruleoflife.) 
Good stuff! 
 
Resurrection? ●  I will admit it took me by surprise 
when a paper copy of Living Lutheran showed up in 
my mailbox. Apparently I missed the memo that the 
magazine was about to be “relaunched” (their 
word). It seems to have been announced in Decem-
ber, after a groundswell of unhappiness that the 
ELCA’s house organ was going digital only. The 

https://www.trinitysanpedro.org/theta
https://www.trinitysanpedro.org/theta
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new version will be published quarterly and, it 
seems, it will be a little thicker. There were some 
pretty good things in the this first “Spring 2025” is-
sue; I enjoyed the article on the Nicene Creed—
clearly aimed at a lay audience, but meatier than one 
usually found in the old Living Lutheran And I got to 
catch up on the obituaries without having to remem-
ber to go looking for them on line.   
 
The state of the ministry ●  In an ELCA clergy so-
cial media group, someone asked those who are re-
tired how they knew when it was time to retire. The 
answers were fascinating but often disheartening or 
even disturbing. Unsurprisingly, COVID-19 was 
mentioned several times. But even more striking 
were comments about burnout having nothing di-
rectly to do with the pandemic: toxic congregations, 
physical and mental health issues, financial insecuri-
ty. Sobering stuff. Thirty-five years ago, Paul Hin-
licky wrote an essay in Lutheran Forum provocative-
ly entitled “Our Troubled Ministry.” Things haven’t 
gotten better; quite the contrary. 
 
Dona nobis pacem ●  I recently had the joy of sing-

ing in a performance of Argentinian composer Mar-
tín Palmeri’s Misatango, which is, as you might sus-
pect, the text of the mass set to a tango rhythm. 
(Really. And it’s very cool. If you don’t know it, you 
can see a fine rendition at www.youtube.com/
watch?v=pIFPovw8iGk.) As we left rehearsal one 
night after having finished with the final Dona nobis 
pacem, someone remarked that it felt particularly 
appropriate to be singing it right now, with all the 
conflicts in the world. I replied that I’ve sung a lot of 
choral masses over the years, and every single time, 
it has seemed that the Dona nobis pacem was particu-
larly appropriate at that moment—a sad reflection 
on the state of the world and the state of humanity. 
 
On being right ●  It was a real day brightener when 
I received a text from a student I taught decades ago 
and had not heard from since: “Good morning Dr. 
Johnson, This is a message 23 years late. You were 
right. About everything.” I shared it with my wife 
who chuckled, then fetched a pin-on button she had 
recently come across while rummaging through a 
drawer. It read: “I knew I married Mr. Right, but I 
didn’t realize his first name was Always.” Sigh. —roj  


