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The one, who with an honest heart expects something from 
heaven, will not be disappointed. For in heaven, they are 
waiting to give us what we need.
 In your daily walk, are you longing for peace with God, 
for full assurance of the forgiveness of your sins? Are you 
longing to be made free and happy, or to meet him who can 
lift the burdens from your shoulders and speak the word of 
salvation to your condemned conscience?
 Hear: a person cannot receive anything unless it is given 
from heaven.
 Lift your vision to him who came Christmas Eve. In and 

with him you have all you need. It comes 
to you from heaven. You receive it—for 
nothing.
 God grant that we lift our vision upward 
and turn our longings and thoughts to that 
which comes down from heaven to give 
life to mankind.

Hans Edvard Wisløff (1902—1969) was a Norwegian theologian and writer. 
He was also the Bishop of the Diocese of Sør-Hålogaland from 1959 until his 
death in 1969.

Wisløff, H.E., Quiet Moments on the Way Home. Fergus Falls, MN: Faith & 
Fellowship Press, 1993.

The CLB Prayer Team is on call to pray for requests from our family of churches. 
E-mail: pray@prayclb.org

Receive It!
H.E. WISLØFF

Rigmor Dahl Delphin/Oslo Museum 
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Glimpse

A Gift for the Naughty
TROY TYSDAL

Saint Nicholas, the fourth-century 
Bishop of Myra, had a reputation for his 
generosity and secret gift-giving. Books 
are filled with stories of his compassion 
for the poor and those in need. One 
such story tells of a man who had three 
daughters and couldn’t afford a proper 
dowry for them. Upon hearing this, Saint 
Nicholas devised a plan. On the night 
before each daughter would come of age 
he would toss a purse full of gold coins 
through an open window into the man’s 
home. For the first two daughters the plan 
worked perfectly. But on the night before 
the third daughter was to come of age, the 
father’s curiosity could not be contained, 
and he set out to discover the identity 
of the secret gift-giver. When the father 
caught the Saint in the act of generosity 
and tried to thank him, Nicholas replied, 
“It is not I you should thank, but God 
alone!”
 It is no surprise that the legend of Saint 
Nicholas is the inspiration for our modern 
day Santa Claus, but what should concern 
us is how the story has been twisted. You 
see, Saint Nicholas brought gifts to the 
poor and the needy. To those who did not 
deserve mercy he showed mercy. To those 
who did not deserve grace he showed 
grace. As God gave to Saint Nicholas, 
so Saint Nicholas gave to those in need. 
Our modern day Santa Claus has little 
time for the naughty! He brings gifts to 
the nice, the self-righteous. He makes his 
list, he checks it twice; he finds out who’s 
naughty or nice!... And that’s a dangerous 
twist to the original Christmas story!
  
MATTHEW 1:18-21
This is how the birth of Jesus the Messiah 
came about: His mother Mary was 
pledged to be married to Joseph, but 
before they came together, she was found 
to be pregnant through the Holy Spirit. 
Because Joseph her husband was faithful 

to the law, and yet did not want to expose 
her to public disgrace, he had in mind to 
divorce her quietly.
 But after he had considered this, an 
angel of the Lord appeared to him in a 
dream and said, “Joseph son of David, do 
not be afraid to take Mary home as your 
wife, because what is conceived in her is 
from the Holy Spirit. She will give birth 
to a son, and you are to give him the name 
Jesus, because he will save his people 
from their sins.”

I can remember, when I was a child, 
modifying my behavior around 
Christmas time. I would try to increase 
my acts of kindness while simultaneously 
decreasing my disobedient behavior in a 
last ditch effort to escape Santa’s naughty 
list... I would lay awake Christmas Eve 
reflecting on my misdeeds and knowing 
in my heart that they could never really 
be erased.
 But, thank God, and God alone, that 
Jesus Christ, the original Christmas gift, 
was not sent for the nice... but for the 
naughty! For it is written: “There is no 
one righteous, not even one; there is no 
one who understands; there is no one who 
seeks God. All have turned away, they 

have together become worthless; there 
is no one who does good, not even one” 
(Romans 3:10-12). You see, we are all on 
God’s naughty list, but Jesus is the eraser. 
The angel said to Joseph, “He will save 
his people from their sins.”
 Salvation is a gift that can not be earned 
with any amount of good deeds, because 
God is looking for perfection. And it 
can not be purchased with any amount 
of money, because only the blood of 
Christ will do. Santa Claus would have 
you believe that Christmas is about the 
naughty and nice. But Saint Nicholas 
would tell you it’s all about Christ, the 
most generous gift that has ever been 
given. Receive it, and rejoice!

Rev. Troy Tysdal is Acting Director of 
Communications and Prayer for the Church of 
the Lutheran Brethren and serves as publisher 
for Faith & Fellowship magazine.

Visit Faith & Fellowship online at:
www.faithandfellowship.org
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hristmas is here! Ahh, finally! 
The decorations have been in 
the big-box stores since mid-

September, but now it is actually here. It’s 
time. Time for all of our favorite things. 
One of my favorite parts of Christmas 
is my annual attempt to defy the laws 
of physics by getting a Christmas tree 
that is three feet taller than the ceilings 
of my living room. It never works, but I 
still have hope that maybe, just maybe, 
it will this year! We all have things that 
we enjoy about Christmas—one or two 
or twenty favorite foods, a special family 
gathering, or perhaps a book or movie.
 One of my favorite Christmas books 
is How the Grinch Stole Christmas. The 
Grinch story points out just how easy it is 
to miss the true point of Christmas. The 
Grinch thought that Christmas was all 
about presents, food, and decorations… 
and he hated it. The night before 
Christmas he snuck into Who-ville and 
stole all of those things, expecting that he 
had destroyed the heart of the celebration. 
The next day, though, he hears singing, 
and sees all the Whos holding hands 
together. This changes his heart and he 
returns the stolen goods and enjoys a 
slice of “roast beast” with the Whos.
 The live-action film version plays up the 
consumerism focus of the Whos. As we 
watch, we are convicted of our unhealthy 
focus on “stuff.” The town is filled with 

C people who are stressed out, hurrying, 
disregarding the feelings of others, and 
simply acting greedy. In our culture, as 
illustrated by this story, we often miss the 
point of Christmas. When I read a book 
like The Grinch or watch any number 
of Christmas movies, it’s easy for me to 
shake my head and say, “Yeah, everyone 
else misses the point of Christmas. Too 
bad they don’t get it like I do.” Even as 
I say this, in the back of my mind are 
images of a set of alpine touring skis, but 
that doesn’t count as consumerism, right?
 The Grinch story purposefully 
reminds us that we are easily distracted 
at Christmas time. But the Grinch also 
inadvertently tells us that our culture, even 
when it catches itself being absorbed in 
consumerism, re-directs everyone to the 
wrong place. When the toys and food and 
decorations are gone, all the Whos join 
hands and sing. It’s wonderful! While 
the book never answers the question, 
according to the movie, the true meaning 
of Christmas is to be with loved ones. As 
wonderful as that is, it still misses the 
point.
 As much as we try to have just the 
right focus at Christmas time, we seem 
to always get it wrong. We lose focus, 
and start to obsess over the less important 
parts of the holiday. We start to drift 
toward food, togetherness, decorations, 
and presents. Why is that?

 We may identify with the people of 
Who-ville and their consumerism, but we 
also have another problem echoed in the 
story: like the Grinch, our hearts are “two 
sizes too small.”
 Our faulty hearts lead us away from 
what is true, and from what is most 
important and most wonderful. Paul talks 
about this tendency of ours in Romans 
7:18-19. “For I know that good itself 
does not dwell in me, that is, in my sinful 
nature. For I have the desire to do what is 
good, but I cannot carry it out. For I do 
not do the good I want to do, but the evil I 
do not want to do—this I keep on doing.”
 Thankfully God knew that would 
happen. And he knew that sin had made 
our hearts two sizes too small. He knew 
that only he could change them and make 
them grow, like the Grinch’s, three sizes 
in a day. A few verses later, in Romans 
7:24-25, Paul writes, “What a wretched 
man I am! Who will rescue me from this 
body that is subject to death? Thanks be 
to God, who delivers me through Jesus 
Christ our Lord!”
 At the end of the story the Grinch 
thought to himself, “Maybe Christmas 
doesn’t come from a store. Maybe 
Christmas…perhaps…means a little bit 
more.”
 You’re wrong, Grinch! It means a lot 
more. It means everything. And it is about 
a Present. It is about the gift of Jesus 

You’re Wrong, Grinch!
RYAN NILSEN
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beast, and when your neighbor’s blinking 
Christmas lights are about to give you a 
seizure, remember your true Christmas 
Present, Jesus Christ, and let yourself 
smile.

Rev. Ryan Nilsen is Lead Pastor at Praise 
Christian Fellowship in Barkhamsted, CT.

Christ to the world. John 3:17 reminds us 
why we were sent the gift of Christ: “For 
God did not send his son into the world to 
condemn the world, but to save the world 
through him.”
 So when you sit down with your family 
for Christmas, when torn wrapping paper 
litters the floor of your living room, 
when your belly is painfully full of roast 

Visit Praise Christian Fellowship online at:
www.praisepcf.org

Santa Claus coming out of the stove/iStock/Thinkstock”
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hat do you want from me?” 
“Much.”—With this short 
exchange, Jacob Marley 

ushers Ebenezer Scrooge into a one-
night journey intended to change his life 
forever. In no way does Scrooge want to 
go on this journey, but Marley has been 
given the chance to do the one thing the 
rich man in Hades in Luke 16:27 couldn’t 
do: warn someone he loves about his own 
destruction.
 As a child, I remember watching 
the old, black-and-white adaptation of 
Charles Dickens’ “A Christmas Carol.” 
I was too young to really understand 
what was going on, but I remember 
being spooked when Jacob Marley’s face 

W appeared on the doorknocker, waiting in 
anticipation for the next ghost to appear, 
and cringing as Ebenezer Scrooge threw 
himself, weeping, on his own grave. But 
most of all, I remember the incredible 
transformation of Scrooge from a cruel, 
nasty old man to a giddy, laughing, 
dancing old man on Christmas morning. 
I remember laughing with him as he 
grabbed his maid and danced around the 
room with her, shortly before she ran 
screaming from him, thinking he had lost 
his mind.
 What can cause such a complete 
change in a man? How can a night of 
fear and pain be followed by joy in the 
morning? Many years have passed since I 

first watched that old movie, but because 
of the faithful preaching of God’s Word 
in my life, I believe I finally understand 
the great paradox which is the answer 
to those questions: Only when a person 
is truly killed by the judgment of their 
own deeds can this much joy in life be 
produced.
 You see, all of us in our own way are 
like Scrooge. Scrooge, well-aware of 
the injustices and troubles of life, had 
vowed to steel himself against the world. 
In search of security and satisfaction, 
he commits all his efforts toward his 
own interests. He satisfies himself by 
wresting power away from others, and 
secures himself by shrewdly amassing 

Joy Comes in the Morning
JEREMY WILSON
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Yet the visions continue to assault him 
until he is finally led to his own grave, 
where he is buried, alone and unloved, all 
of his accomplishments having come to 
nothing.
 At this cold and dreary graveyard scene 
Scrooge begs the ghost, “Tell me I’m not 
already dead!” And here he finally asks 
the right question: “Why show me all 
this if I am beyond all hope?” Without an 
answer, Scrooge is returned to his own 
bed on Christmas Morning.
 How can a night of fear and pain 
be followed by joy in the morning? 
God’s Word has the ability to cause us 
a great deal of fear and pain. It is truly 
a supernatural intervention in our lives 
that shows us the error of our ways. We 
read God’s expectations of us in his law, 
as well as his judgment on us when we 
fail to keep it, and we rightly fear his 
wrath. We read God’s Word as it forces 
us to look outside ourselves and see who 
we truly are, and we are rightly pained 
by that. It is not a good feeling to have 
our hearts exposed and our sinful deeds 
brought to light, so it is tempting to beg 
of God’s Word, “Show me no more! I 
cannot change! I am beyond all hope!” 
The judgment God’s Word pronounces on 
us causes us to fall, weeping, on our own 
graves, destroyed by sinfulness inherent 
in us. We are indeed “already dead.” But 
then we must ask of God’s Word that all-
important question: “Why show me all 
this if I am beyond all hope?”
 When we ask this, God’s Word delivers 
us safely to Christmas Morning. Out of 
the grave, we are brought face to face with 
new life; a new day in which the gospel 
shows us a tiny baby, born in Bethlehem, 

his fortune. All the while he never gives 
a thought to how his actions affect those 
around him. In the process, however, he 
has become exactly like the world he is 
protecting himself against.
 Aren’t we also seduced by the things of 
this world, and don’t we seek to conform 
to them (1 John 2:15-16; Ephesians 2:1-
3)? Aren’t we programmed in our very 
nature to depend on ourselves and our 
own abilities to create our own security 
and satisfaction?
 Yes, we are. And Scrooge is an 
excellent example of both the corruption 
inherent in our nature, and of the 
blindness it creates. In Scrooge’s eyes, 
he has achieved the pinnacle of success. 
He is wealthy, able to accomplish great 
things at the least cost, and is dependent 
on no one. He loves neither God nor 
his fellow human, so he dismisses such 
notions as petty sentimentalism and 
“humbug.” No person in all the world has 
the ability to open his eyes to the neglect 
and destruction that follows in his wake.
 But that’s not the end of the story. 
Ebenezer Scrooge is going to have a 
supernatural intervention in his life that 
will make clear to him the error of his 
ways. He is going to embark on such 
a night of fear and pain that it may 
overcome the blindness of his own soul. 
Only when he is forced to look outside 
of himself will he be able to see who 
he truly is. But how awful that night is 
for Scrooge! How many times does he 
plead with the ghosts to not show him the 
pain in his own life and the pain he has 
caused others? How many times does he 
beg the ghosts to leave him because he is 
too old to change and is beyond all hope? 

who would live to die on a cross for all 
our sins and failures. Christmas Morning 
delivers to us the promise that Christ 
brings us back from death and into life 
because of his work on the cross. Our 
night of fear and pain is assuaged by the 
Christ who took our fear and pain upon 
himself as he cried, “My God, why have 
you forsaken me?” Joy truly comes in 
the morning! The cruel, nasty old man 
we once were now leaps and dances and 
laughs in the newfound freedom that is 
pronounced on Christmas Day.
 And the best part of it is that we not only 
experience the giddy joy that Scrooge 
did, but we also get to be the messenger 
that Jacob Marley was. Back from the 
grave, we can deliver the message of 
freedom from sin to those around us. 
Through God’s Word we can walk with 
them through their night of fear and pain, 
and then by the Word deliver the promise 
of Christmas Morning’s joy. And that’s a 
Christmas carol we can sing all the days 
of our lives.

Jeremy Wilson is pastor at Lutheran Brethren 
Church of Nampa in Nampa, ID.

Visit LB Church of Nampa online at:
www.nampalutheranbrethren.org

“Do not love the world or anything in the world. If anyone loves 
the world, love for the Father is not in them. For everything in the 
world—the lust of the flesh, the lust of the eyes, and the pride of 
life—comes not from the Father but from the world.”
                                                                          1 John 2:15-16
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t’s A Wonderful Life. You may have 
seen this delightful classic movie that 
airs every Christmas season. Life for 

George Bailey doesn’t go as he plans. So 
many dreams. So much disappointment. 
Completely discouraged and wanting to 
end it all, George wishes he had never 
been born. God saves his life by sending 
an angel to show him what life would 
have been like had he never been born.
 His brother dies because George wasn’t 

I there to save him from drowning. He 
wasn’t there to prevent Mr. Gower from 
accidently poisoning a young boy. He 
wasn’t there to fill Mary’s life with joy, 
and she ends up miserably sad and alone. 
Had George never been born, so many 
lives would have been so different, so 
much poorer.
 Someone shared with me recently that 
something I had once said to her really 
made a difference in her thinking and in 

her life. I didn’t remember what I had told 
her, but she did. I wonder how often that 
happens.
 I remember the time my father-in-law 
told me, “Change is hard.” Seems pretty 
simple, but at the time, it was very helpful 
to hear. I never forgot it, and I’ve passed 
his words on to many others. I wonder if 
he remembers saying that to me.
 I remember one particular day when 
my high school football coach pushed us 

Distributing God’s Gifts
JIM RADEMAKER
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exercising their talents, which themselves 
are gifts of God.
 Luther put it even more strongly: 
Vocations are “masks of God.” On the 
surface, we see an ordinary human face—
our mother, the doctor, the teacher, the 
waitress, our pastor—but, beneath the 
appearances, God is ministering to us 
through them. God is hidden in human 
vocations.  Vocation isn’t so much about 
what we do, but about what God does 
through us.
 What gifts God showers us with, 
delivered by those below! A brother 
who invites us to study the Bible. An 
employer who takes a chance hiring us. 
Co-workers through whom we learn our 
trade. Teachers who help us know Christ 
more intimately. Mechanics who keep our 
vehicles running. Friends who encourage 
us. Adversaries who teach us valuable 
lessons. So many gifts. Gifts from above, 
distributed through those below.
 Life can be hard. It can be 
discouraging. So many dreams. So much 
disappointment. Have you ever wished 
you’d never been born? What would 
the world be like had you never been 
born? It’s hard to imagine the lives that 
wouldn’t have been touched, the gifts that 
wouldn’t have been delivered.
 A handyman who repairs things around 
the house. Physicians who heal our ailing 
bodies. Farmers and truckers and grocery 
workers who feed us. The pilot who flies 
us safely home. The internet provider 
who keeps us in contact with the world. 
The sanitation worker who keeps our 
community neat and clean. Neighbors 
who look out for us. Worshipers who are 

players beyond what we thought we were 
capable of. I’ll never forget it. I’m sure he 
doesn’t remember that day.
 I remember my Dad not wanting us 
siblings to work too much outside the 
home during our high school years. 
His reasoning? “You’ll work the rest of 
your life.” Boy, was he right! I doubt he 
remembers saying that.
 I remember when Mr. Postler, a high 
school teacher, “volunteered” me to 
lead the group in the meal prayer during 
a backpacking trip in Montana. I’m 
thankful for his “encouraging me” to do 
that. It helped me overcome my fear of 
praying in public. I’m sure Mr. Postler 
doesn’t remember that incident. But I’ll 
never forget.
 I remember Dr. Foote, my supervising 
teacher, gently helping me out one day 
in front of the freshmen class I was 
teaching. I was feeling so inadequate that 
I was ready to quit. His encouragement 
saved my career. He doesn’t know that. 
How could he? I never got around to 
telling him what a difference he made.
 What if all these people had never been 
born? What if I hadn’t ever had contact 
with them? Where would I be today? I’m 
thankful they were there. I’m thankful 
for what they said and did, without even 
realizing it. I’m thankful for these many 
gifts I have been given.
 In his book God at Work: Your Christian 
Vocation in All of Life, Dr. Gene Edward 
Veith says that in the doctrine of vocation, 
God works through human beings. In 
his providential care and governing of 
his creation, God chooses to distribute 
his gifts by means of ordinary people 

part of our church family. What gifts that 
would have gone undelivered if you and I 
hadn’t been born!
 George Bailey is given a gift. Thinking 
he has such an awful life, he’s shown just 
how wonderful it really is. And he’s not 
alone. What a wonderful life we all have! 
Showered with gifts from above through 
those below; those all around us. Given in 
secret. God hidden. Disguised as you and 
me.
 Imagine that! God gifting others 
through me. Sinful, deeply flawed, 
inadequate me. Imagine that. God uses 
us to impact our communities and those 
around us in ways we may never see. Oh, 
the depths of his love and mercy. Who 
can count his many gifts?
 God so loved… that he gave. And 
because he gave his Greatest Gift, his one 
and only Son, the gifts are guaranteed to 
keep coming… in this life and the life 
to come. The life of the redeemed: It’s a 
Wonderful Life indeed!

Rev. Jim Rademaker is pastor at Hope Lutheran 
Brethren Church in Appleton, WI.

Visit Hope Lutheran Brethren Church online at:
www.hopelbc.com

“For God so loved the world that he gave his one and only Son, 
that whoever believes in him shall not perish but have eternal 
life. For God did not send his Son into the world to condemn the 
world, but to save the world through him.”
                                                                            John 3:16-17



F   cusCLB

w w w . c l b a . o r g / g i v i n g P. O .  B o x  6 5 5
F e r g u s  F a l l s ,  M N  5 6 5 3 8

ONLINE: BY MAIL (U.S.):
P. O .  B o x  7 3 9
B i r c h  H i l l s ,  S K  S 0 J  0 G 0

BY MAIL (CANADA):Support the CLB:

The Gift
ROY HEGGLAND

H ow many times have you 
heard someone say, “It’s the 
thought that counts,” when they 

receive a gift that just doesn’t quite meet 
expectations? We have all received gifts 
from friends or relatives which are really 
not “us” at all. I have many ties and cuff 
link sets that fit that description (and I 
don’t even own any shirts that use cuff 
links anymore). Knowing that the person 
who gave the gift really meant to give 
us something we would like, we act as 
if we love it and then put it away where 
we don’t have to look at it. We get used 
to receiving gifts like that. But can you 
ever remember receiving a gift that not 
only exceeded your expectations, but also 
seemed perfect for you? 
 Based on such experiences with earthly 
gifts, we can easily fail to appreciate the 
perfection of the “Gift” of the Son of God, 
who came to us as a baby boy. Because 
we call his incarnation a gift, we may be 
tempted to think it is like other gifts we 
have received; not our style, out of date, 
or not what we need. But this gift is totally 
unlike all others.
 First, this gift is from someone who 
knows you better than you know yourself, 
who designed you and knows exactly 
what you need. This gift is intended for 
everyone, but that doesn’t mean that this 
is an impersonal gift. This gift was given 
specifically with you in mind. The Giver 
even knows how many hairs are on your 
head and he knows exactly how his gift 
will transform you. God’s gift is perfect 
for you.
 Secondly, this gift was costly. So costly, 
in fact, we can’t fully understand it. We 
know that the Son humbled himself and 
became a human being, formed in the 

with the three persons of the Trinity, 
who have always lived in perfect love, joy, 
peace and harmony. “Thanks be to God 
for his indescribable gift!” (2 Corinthians 
9:15).
 When we receive an earthly gift, we 
are often moved to give our own gifts. As 
people who have received this wonderful, 
incomparable Gift from our Heavenly 
Father, we have the desire to give our gifts 
to him. The Lord of the universe has no 
need of anything, but he graciously allows 
us to thank him by giving gifts to care 
for our neighbors and bring to them the 
good news that this precious Gift is also 
for them. May God give us grateful hearts 
to give generously so that our neighbors 
everywhere may share in this Gift!

Roy Heggland serves the CLB as Associate for 
Biblical Stewardship.

womb of a woman. In his mother’s womb, 
he was still the giver and sustainer of all 
life. We know the Son lived perfectly for 
us, endured the disdain of the beings he 
created, and died a most horrible death. 
We consider the pain and grief of the 
Father who subjected his only Son to 
unthinkable agony. But what did it cost 
Jesus to take upon himself the very thing 
he detested above all else, our sin, and to 
become the substitute for us on the cross? 
That is beyond our comprehension. A 
price was paid that is beyond calculation.
 Thirdly, the value of this gift is 
immeasurable. We are made alive, 
brought into the presence of the Father 
himself where we learn that he loves us 
with a love unending. We are made his 
children and the bride of his Son. We 
are made co-heirs with the Son. We are 
brought into a relationship of intimacy 
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Laurene Perkins & Marian Shustov prepare gifts for the Homeless

God’s Love: In a Tangible Way
CHERYL OLSEN

M eticulously groomed evergreens 
cut from nearby tree farms, 
trimmed with heirloom 

ornaments, were shining their twinkling 
lights through expensive picture 
windows illuminating the gathering 
dusk. Christmas was in the air. Bustling 
shoppers, bell-ringers on sidewalks, even 
a festive tree made of lights adorning 
the top of the Seattle Space Needle—all 
announced the most treasured holiday 
for families to come home… Christmas!
 Just miles from the expansive Microsoft 
world headquarters, women from the 
Sammamish, Washington CLB church, 
Community Church of Joy (CCOJ), 
were gathering for a Christmas Tea 
celebration of their own. There was no 
special program—not that programs 
based on Christ’s birth aren’t edifying. 
They weren’t exchanging gifts among 
themselves—not that gifts aren’t good 
for fostering connection, and fellowship. 
There wasn’t a catered dinner—not that 
celebrating traditions through a shared 
meal isn’t helpful. Nobody was dressed 
in her cutest Christmas outfit—not that 
there is anything wrong with that!
 It’s just that there was a Tent City of 
homeless men, women, and families 
temporarily located in their community. 
Instead of questioning what made them 
homeless, debating whether or not they’d 
been truly seeking work, or if there were 
“free-loaders” among them, these women 
decided to show God’s love to them in a 
tangible way. It was winter in Washington, 
rainy, with bone-chilling dampness for a 
tent-dweller.
 As the women gathered, one asked, 
“Do we know how many people are living 
there?” They were stuffing stockings 
and didn’t want to leave anyone out! So, 
someone jumped in her car to go find out.

 As Christmas card-writing concluded, 
the “round-robin” continued into the 
kitchen, where an assortment of open-
faced sandwiches, and sweets were 
festively arranged. Refreshments together, 
with special teacups from their homes, 
brought the event to a close.
 These women knew the love of Jesus, 
who came to offer the gift of salvation 
to us, though we didn’t deserve it. 
Sammamish Tent City received a glimpse 
into the love of this Jesus last December, 
through the compassion of a few CCOJ 
ladies!

Cheryl Olsen is the Faith & Fellowship 
correspondent for Women’s Ministries of the 
Church of the Lutheran Brethren.

Visit: www.WMCLB.com

 The cozy group of women started 
writing Christmas cards: “Know that 
you are in our hearts…” began a hand-
written message, followed by several 
lines of greeting, and a Bible verse. They 
had collected Christmas stockings, and 
stocking-stuffers that could be easily used 
by a homeless person. In round-robin 
fashion, each took a Christmas stocking 
and began to fill it with hotel-sized soap, 
shampoo, lotion, toothbrushes and paste, 
warm mittens and gloves, socks, cough-
drops, Kleenex, and an assortment of 
other items donated by church members.
 When the woman returned, she 
reported that there were sixty people 
living in the tents! Realizing there 
weren’t enough stockings, they began to 
fill stocking hats and a number of gift-
bags, so they wouldn’t run short. Like 
the woman in Elisha’s day (2 Kings 4:1-
7) whose olive oil continued to pour out 
until all the donated pots were filled, 
there were enough donated items to fill 
all of the containers supplied!
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ey, Pastor Bob and Jan. Is there 
any chance you could come over 
to our house later this afternoon 

for Asher’s first birthday party?” Jan 
and I received this invitation on a 
recent Sunday morning and there was 
no hesitation, “Absolutely, we’ll come! 
What can we bring as a gift for Asher?” 
Blessed by an abundance of hand-me-
downs from four older brothers, there 
was nothing Asher needed. Rather, we 
were given an invitation to donate blood 
at a blood-drive that Asher’s mom, Joyce, 
was hosting in the near future.
 Their story, in relation to Pilgrim 
Lutheran Brethren Church, began years 
ago. Ewald and Alice Sems, faithful 

H parishioners of Pilgrim, brought Joyce 
and her brother, John, along with their 
own children, to youth group, services, 
activities and Vacation Bible School at 
Pilgrim. Joyce and John were drawn to 
the church and to Christ; Joyce was drawn 
through the sweet spirit and enthusiastic 
faith of the congregation, John through 
the sports and activities of the church. 
Both Joyce and John “disappeared” for 
several years while attending college and 
starting their families. Joyce went through 
a wild stage in high school, attended Kent 
State University, and later nursing school. 
John, after some adventure, returned 
to church. Then he began encouraging 
Joyce to attend random events. Joyce 

was especially attracted by a women’s 
ministry at Pilgrim called “A Mother’s 
Heart.” Joyce and her husband Dan were 
already proud parents of four lively boys, 
Caden, Conner, Rylen, and Rowan. And 
it was soon apparent that the fifth, Asher, 
was on the way.
 Joyce entered her fifth pregnancy with 
serious concerns. She had a double uterus, 
only one kidney, and had been warned 
about the extreme risks of the pregnancy. 
Joyce works as a nurse practitioner in the 
Cleveland Clinic system and was already 
well aware of these medical concerns. At 
31 weeks into her pregnancy, Joyce was 
admitted to the hospital and the decision 
was quickly made to surgically deliver 

An Improbable Birthday
BOB HEGGESTAD

The Foley Family: Conner, Rylen, Dan, Asher, Rowan, Joyce and Caden
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 It was soon apparent that Joyce was 
in serious trouble. She was now on the 
delivery table, hemorrhaging profusely 
and struggling for her life. Joyce was 
given 23 units of blood during the crisis. 
(The body holds 8 to 9 units of blood 
on average.) The doctors who attended 
Joyce that day said they had never seen 
anyone bleed so much and still live.
 Yet God saw fit that Joyce would 
survive, and eventually thrive. Looking 
back now, Joyce realizes that her primary 
doctor was the best possible doctor for 
her situation. Many of the medical team 
were highly skilled co-workers who had 
actually been praying for her in the weeks 
leading up to the delivery.
 Joyce was flown to the main branch of 
the Clinic where she was immediately 
admitted to Intensive Care and placed in 
the care of extremely gifted doctors and 
nurses. By the time John and Whitney 
arrived at the Clinic, Joyce was in a state-
of-the-art care unit, stabilized, but still in 
critical condition.
 Joyce was blessed by a slow but solid 
recovery. Of course, her recovery was 
“rushed” by the need for her to return 
home and care for five boys as quickly as 
possible! Asher had survived but required 
resuscitation and placement on life 
support following the surgery, and on the 
second day, had crashed in the operating 
room with a collapsed lung. He slowly 
recovered, and has recently undergone 
a full tonsillectomy. He is now healing 
well and eating well. Asher continues to 
be affected by several medical issues, but 
for the most part is a healthy and happy 
child.
 Dan and Joyce were recently reflecting 
on the many gifts of God which they 

the baby within a week’s time. This was 
a week of life-changing decisions for 
Joyce. She had strong premonitions that 
she would not survive the delivery, and 
overheard several doctors and nurses 
make comments which suggested the 
same. As a result, Joyce’s week was spent 
making peace with God, planning for 
her family’s future, and in much anxious 
prayer. Having given her life to Christ, 
Joyce was determined to accept that 
God’s will be done. Her thoughts: 

 1. I have to be ready to die.
 2. I must get my life in order.
 3. I have to make sure I’m 
  right with God.
 4. I’ve got to be sure 
  that Dan and the kids are cared for.

 Meanwhile, Joyce was amazed by a 
string of “divine coincidences” as God 
sent exactly the right people and messages 
of support and encouragement to her 
prior to her surgery. Her commitment was 
that if she should survive the surgery, she 
and her family would begin to vigorously 
participate in Christian and church life.
 A year to the day before Asher’s 
birthday party, Joyce’s brother John burst 
into the church fellowship room at Pilgrim 
with tears in his eyes, asking everyone to 
pray, and looking for his wife Whitney, 
who was attending a Ladies’ Fall Retreat. 
He informed us that Joyce was giving 
birth to Asher, but things were not going 
well. Joyce would soon be flown by a life 
flight helicopter to the Cleveland Clinic. 
John and Whitney quickly left us, and 
we prayed, along with many of the CLB 
family who soon received word by email 
or Facebook.

dramatically experienced in their crisis: 
God’s power and the power of prayer; 
the quality medical staff that was quickly 
assembled; family, friends and church 
family providing massive amounts of 
care, help and support after the surgery; 
medical insurance through the Cleveland 
Clinic (insurance that is no longer 
offered) which led to the cost of only 
one $50 co-pay on a $500,000 hospital 
and doctor bill; and eventually a job shift 
for Joyce from weekend to weekday 
work hours. This opened the way for 
active participation in the services and 
ministries of the church. Today, Dan and 
Joyce and their boys, John and Whitney 
and their kids, and their step-mom and 
dad are all active at Pilgrim!
 God showers his gifts upon his children! 
“What do you have that you did not 
receive?” (1 Corinthians 4:7a). Children 
are an incredible gift! “Jesus said to them, 
‘Let the little children come to me, and do 
not hinder them, for the kingdom of God 
belongs to such as these’” (Mark 10:14).
 Not long ago we celebrated the first 
birthday of Asher Foley with great joy, 
thanking God for his gifts to us—Asher’s 
life and health, Joyce’s life and health, 
and for all the family and their vibrant 
place in the kingdom of God!

Rev. Bob Heggestad is pastor at Pilgrim 
Lutheran Brethren Church in Mentor, OH.

Visit Pilgrim Lutheran Brethren Church online:
www.pilgrim-lutheran-brethren.com

“What do you have that you did not receive?”
                                        1 Corinthians 4:7
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t was one of those days… one of those 
days that seem to come around more 
often than not in Africa; one of those 

days where nothing seems to happen 
efficiently. On this day, I found myself in 
an isolated pocket of the Chadian bush. 
I was visiting a small Muslim village 
where we were installing a water well, 
thanks to a donation from a Lutheran 
Brethren congregation. The well would 
provide much needed physical life-
sustaining water to a community that 
had limited access to a reliable water 
source. More than that, it would provide 
for us an “open door” through which we 
can access and engage the people of this 
community on an ongoing basis. We want 
to share with them the good news of the 
spiritual life-sustaining water that Jesus 
provides, which is abundant, free and 
eternally satisfying.
 This particular community was named 
“Irwa.” The well crew was with me, 
along with most of the community. All 
were eager to see the well installed. 
The PVC pipes, galvanized pipes, pump 
mechanism and miscellaneous hardware 
were all laid out on the ground. And now 
we were waiting for the water truck to 
bring back a tank of water from the river, 
about ten miles away. The water would 
be pumped down into the bore hole as 
it was being drilled in order to lubricate 
the drilling process. So we waited. And 
waited.
 This was the type of day where the 
patience of multi-tasking over-achievers 
is tried and tested—when one must 
simply “hurry up and wait!” While I 

I have the ability to multi-task when life 
necessitates it, I generally avoid the 
discipline if I can help it. I was stretched 
out, dozing on a mat under a tree. My 
senses were full. I heard the chatting of 
some kids who were observing us from 
a distance, no doubt commenting on how 
funny the white guy looked. I could smell 
the meal of “maraara” (a concoction of 
fried goat organs) being prepared for us 
by our hosts. I could see the pelt of said 
goat stretched out drying on the ground 
not far from my mat. I could feel a few 
flies crawling around on my skin, no 
doubt confusing me with said goat…
 And suddenly my tranquility was 
interrupted by Musa. Musa is a Muslim 
friend of mine who was contracted to do 
some of the masonry work for the well. He 
jumped up from his mat and exclaimed: 
“I will call the truck driver and find out 
what is taking him so long.” “But there 
is no cellular service here,” I responded. 
“Aaah, but I have an idea,” answered 
Musa confidently. He proceeded to 
clamber up onto the top of the Land 
Cruiser that we traveled in, reaching up 
as far as he could with his phone, trying 
to obtain a connection… but to no avail. 
He returned to his position on the mat, 
rejected and frustrated that he was not 
able to get the signal that would provide 
him with answers and bring him hope.
 It was at this moment that it struck me: 
Lutheran Brethren International Mission 
is committed to bringing the Gospel 
message of Christ to the unreached 
Muslim people groups of Chad. Many 
of them are like my friend Musa. Musa 

was waiting for the water truck so that 
the well could be installed which in turn 
would bring abundant and clean water to 
this isolated community. Musa knew the 
water truck was out there somewhere, 
perhaps delayed, and he was eagerly 
anticipating and searching for the news of 
its arrival. Many Muslims in Chad follow 
the religion of Islam, but know in their 
hearts that there is something more.
 Islam does not satisfy the eternal 
spiritual thirst that is a part of every 
human soul. And like Jeremiah the 
prophet said of the lost and rebellious 
people of Israel, they have “dug their 
own cisterns, broken cisterns that cannot 
hold water” (Jeremiah 2:13). Finding 
rest for one’s soul through the practice of 
Islam is like trying to quench your thirst 
by drawing water out of an empty and 
broken well. It is a futile exercise. Many 
Muslims, like Musa, are searching for a 
signal. Like Musa waiting for the water 
truck, they know that there is something 
more out there, but they are not finding 
what they are looking for.
 This is what it means to be an “unreached 
people” in mission terms. The Bagirmi, 
Bilala and Fulbe peoples of Chad live in 
a context where they have virtually no 
access to the lifesaving Gospel message. 
There is no church down the road where 
they can hear it. They have no Christian 
friend who can share it with them. They 
have no Bible in their own language 
that they can read. They are unreached. 
And the Bible talks about them when it 
says: “How, then, can they call on the 
one they have not believed in? And how 

Searching for a Signal
DAN VENBERG
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can they believe in the one of whom they 
have not heard? And how can they hear 
without someone preaching to them? And 
how can anyone preach unless they are 
sent? ...Consequently, faith comes from 
hearing the message, and the message 
is heard through the word about Christ” 
(Romans 10:14,15a,17). The Church of 
the Lutheran Brethren is seeking to send 
people to share the Gospel with them so 
that they might hear, so that they might 
believe.
 So as you think about Musa on top 
of that Land Cruiser, arm outstretched, 
gripping a phone, searching for a signal, 
I want you to reflect on the question: 
“Who’s Next?” The unreached in Chad 
remain unreached, and many of them 
are seeking answers. Our Lord is asking: 
“Who will go for us?” LBIM is praying 
for and seeking more missionaries to go 
into this field, to bring the good news to 
the unreached, so that they will hear and 
find rest for their souls and satisfaction 
for their spiritual thirst. Who’s Next? Are 
you?

Dan Venberg serves as Mission Mobilizer and 
Recruiter for Lutheran Brethren International 
Mission.

Is God calling you to mission work? 
Contact: dvenberg@clba.org
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or over a century Fergus Falls, 
Minnesota has been home to 
the “Castle on the hill.” In 1935 

the “castle” became home to Lutheran 
Brethren Schools. At that time the 
campus consisted of just the one building. 
It housed three departments: the Christian 
boarding high school, later to be called 
Hillcrest Lutheran Academy (HLA), 
the Lutheran Brethren Bible School and 
Lutheran Brethren Seminary (LBS). Over 
time, LBS and the Bible School gained 
their own buildings on campus. But 
the three departments together formed 
Lutheran Brethren Schools (the Bible 
College disbanded in the 1990s) until 
2003, when HLA became a subsidiary 
organization of the Church of the 
Lutheran Brethren (CLB).
 Over the past eleven years Hillcrest has 
grown in size and popularity. This has 
presented challenges and opportunities 
for the school. Similarly, the Seminary 

F has felt challenged by its location on 
the shared campus. At a joint campus 
meeting of LBS and HLA in October 
2013, it was made known that Hillcrest 
faced an urgent need to expand and 
remodel its food service area to satisfy 
future requirements for the State of 
Minnesota Department of Health. This 
led LBS and HLA to consider using the 
seminary building as a solution to meet 
those current and future needs.
 For the last twelve months this 
discussion has gone in many directions. 
First and foremost came the question, 
“Is it time for the CLB Denominational 
Office and LBS to move to a more 
populous city— Fargo, ND, Minneapolis, 
MN or even elsewhere? Many hours 
were spent praying, talking, searching 
and weighing the pros and cons. Finally 
it seemed the best answer to the question 
was for the CLB Denominational Office 
and LBS to stay in Fergus Falls, where 

the CLB owns the buildings and property, 
and will remain debt-free in that regard.
 With that decision made, it was 
determined that the building housing 
the CLB Denominational Offices could 
be expanded to include LBS. In 2006, 
Faith & Fellowship Press closed its on-
site printing business in the north end of 
the CLB Office building. The vacated 
area has been a warehouse with some 
rental space ever since. It was decided 
that the space once occupied by Faith & 
Fellowship Press could now house the 
Administration Offices of the Seminary, 
and an addition could be built to the north 
for seminary classrooms and the student 
library. The idea was presented to the 
governing boards of both schools, and 
they agreed to recommend the campus 
realignment concept to the Church of the 
Lutheran Brethren’s Council of Directors, 
which gave approval to move forward 
with the project.

Campus Realignment 
LaWAYNE ROGNESS



 Due to the pressing needs of HLA, the current Seminary 
building will need to be in their possession by May 2015. 
This has pushed the campus realignment project into full 
operation mode. Things are happening and the progress 
will soon be visible.
 The question remains: How will this be paid for, and 
by whom? Property and buildings are being exchanged 
between the CLB, LBS and HLA, with HLA purchasing 
the current seminary building at a price manageable for 
them. As for the cost of the new building project, estate 
gifts have been designated toward it, meaning much of 
the cost is already covered. The exact amount remains 
undetermined, but it is expected that a small loan will be 
needed against the balance of the project.
 We covet your prayers for this undertaking, both for 
time lines to be met and for dollars to be raised. We desire 
this campus realignment to bring glory to God and to 
better carry out the mission that the Lord has entrusted to 
the Church of the Lutheran Brethren until the day that he 
returns in glory. What a day that will be!

LaWayne Rogness serves as Director of Finance & Personnel for 
the Church of the Lutheran Brethren.
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t the 2014 Church of the Lutheran 
Brethren Biennial Convention 
in Fergus Falls, Minnesota, 

delegates voted unanimously to make 
Fifth Act Church Planting an affiliate 
organization of the CLB.
 What does it mean that we’ve become 
an affiliate organization of the CLB? 
What does it mean for the CLB, for Fifth 
Act Church Planting and for everyone in 
between?
 To answer those questions, we must 
first ask this question: “What does the 
word affiliate even mean?” Instead of 
beginning with a dictionary definition, 
let’s dig further back behind the definition 
and begin with the etymology of the 
word.
 The word affiliate is actually a collision 
of two Latin words, ad + filius, or in 
English, toward + son. Thus the root of 
the word affiliate means something like 
being a son (child). 
 Now, let’s consider that for a moment 
within the worldview of the ancient Latin 
world: What did children do, especially 
sons? Well, sons continued what the 
father had begun. In other words, they 
continued in the trajectory set down by 
the father. Thus, if your father were a 
shoemaker, you would probably be a 
shoemaker; if your father were a farmer, 
you would probably be a farmer; if 
your father were an artisan, you would 
probably make the same stuff as he, and 
so on.
 But also, a son represented the 
father’s best interests. The son was the 
representative of the father’s estate. 
He was an ambassador! That’s what’s 
going on in the parable of the vineyard 
owner (Mark 12). Because the son best 
represents the father/owner, the hired 
help wants to kill him—they understood 
what it meant to be the son.

A

 So the son was the younger image of 
the father (“a chip off the old block” or 
“cut from the same cloth”). A son was 
given by God to carry on the father’s 
work. That’s true for what we believe 
theologically; it should be as true for 
what we think practically.
 And here’s what it means for Fifth Act 
Church Planting, the CLB and you. Did 
you know that in the not-too-distant past, 
the CLB had churches in Manhattan and 
in center city Chicago? That’s right! The 
CLB had churches in two of the largest 
cities in America. Now, while those 
congregations morphed into other vibrant 
churches, Fifth Act Church Planting 
wants to continue the work that the CLB 
began generations ago, through the hard 
work of people like Harland Helland and 
others. Planting churches in the cities 
of North America is what the CLB did 
early on, and it continues to represent the 
synod’s interests to see churches planted 
in the coming years. In other words, it’s 
being a good son!
 Today church planting in the global 
cities of North America can and will 
have the same impact evangelistically as 

international global missions work has 
had in the past decades. The reason for 
this is simple: people are moving into the 
cities of North America from all over the 
world at an amazing rate. The question is, 
will the CLB be there to meet them with 
the Gospel when they arrive? We can’t do 
this without your financial support and 
prayers. Help the son continue the work 
of the father!

Rev. Matthew Paul Buccheri serves as director 
of Fifth Act Church Planting.

To support Fifth Act Church Planting visit: 
www.fifthactchurchplanting.com/give 

Or send Your tax-deductible gift to: 
Church of the Lutheran Brethren 

PO Box 655
Fergus Falls, MN 56537

Memo Line: Fifth Act Church Planting

MATTHEW PAUL BUCCHERI

A Chip Off the Old Block

FIFTH ACT
C H U R C H  P L A N T I N G
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Wilson Installed

(L to R) Elders Jeff Kleveland, Dan Knudsen, Gary Kollmann, Patrick Knee, 
Pastor Jeremy Wilson and Regional Pastor Stan Olsen.

On July 20, 2014, the Lutheran Brethren Church of 
Nampa, Idaho installed Jeremy Wilson as their new 
lead pastor. After almost 30 years of faithful service, 
the congregation expresses its deep appreciation 
for Rev. Harold Tjelta’s ministry and wishes him a 
blessed retirement.

Well done, Faithful Servant!

On September 5, 2014 Rev. Harland Orlando Helland, age 87, of 
Fergus Falls, went home to be with the Lord.
 Harland was born in Faribault, MN on April 3, 1927, to Oscar and 
Hattie Helland. He was baptized and confirmed at Bethany Lutheran 
Brethren Church in Kenyon, MN. In the fall of 1951 Harland begin 
attending Lutheran Brethren Seminary (LBS) in Fergus Falls. He 
accepted the call to be Youth Pastor at 59th St. Lutheran Brethren 
Church, Brooklyn, NY in the summer of 1952. 
 In June of 1954 Harland and Mabel Helland were united in marriage 
at 59th St. Church creating the ministry team of Harland and Mabel for 
the next 60 years. They returned to Fergus Falls that year and in June of 
1956 Harland graduated from LBS and accepted a call in Antler, ND. 
 In 1958 while still serving Antler, Harland and Mabel began a Bible 
study in Minot, ND. In 1959 they moved to Minot to join in the start 
up team of Our Redeemer’s Lutheran Brethren Church. During the 
summer of 1962 they joined the group in Lynwood, WA to start and 
serve Maple Park Lutheran Brethren Church.
 In the summer of 1968 Harland, together with the assistance of Mabel, 
accepted the call to be director of Home Missions for the Church of the 
Lutheran Brethren a position he held until 1984. During that time, the 
family moved to Bothell, WA. In the fall of 1973, while still serving as 
director of Home Missions, the family purchased and moved to a farm 
at 1636 South Union, Fergus Falls, MN. They also served at Landstad 
Lutheran Church in Perley, Minnesota from 1979 to 1986.
 In 1984 Harland accepted the role of Alumni Director for Lutheran 
Brethren Schools, in which Mabel was his assistant. In 1986 Harland 
accepted the position of Chaplain of Lutheran Brethren Homes where 
he served until 2002. From 2002 to 2004 Harland and Mabel served at 
Sunshine Lutheran Brethren Church in Holiday, FL, and in 2009 they 
served Desert Rose Lutheran Brethren Church in Tempe, AZ.
 Blessed be the memory of Harland Helland, and praise God for the 
ministry team of Harland and Mabel and their many years of selfless 
service to the Church of the Lutheran Brethren.

The Ministry Team of Harland and Mabel

Natale Installed

(L to R): Regional Pastor Warren Geraghty, Pastor Michael Natale, Elders 
Bruce Carlson and Kenneth Baker. Elders not pictured: Dana Eklund, Earl 
Sandin and Ralph Pettigrew.

On October 12, 2014 Michael Natale was installed 
as pastor at Faith Chapel Lutheran Brethren Church 
in Cranston, Rhode Island. Regional Pastor Warren 
Geraghty officiated over the service.   
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J-Term
E x t e n d i n g  C h r i s t ’s  M e r c y

Main Speaker: Rev. John Pless
Assistant Professor of Pastoral Theology and Mission

Concordia Theological Seminary

Location: LBS
815 West Vernon Avenue  •  Fergus Falls, MN 56537

Phone: 218.739.3375  •  Web: www.LBS.edu

Sessions Start - 1:30pm Jan. 19 
Sessions End - 12:00pm Jan. 21

Christmas is 
Not a Gift Exchange

lease take it! Please, please, please take it!” With tears 
in his eyes and a desperate, plaintive voice, Jeff pushed 
a $20 bill toward my father. But my father refused it.

 It was a very late winter evening, perhaps near Christmas 
time. Our headlights illuminated big flakes of falling snow. It 
was beautiful, unless you were driving. Several inches of snow 
covered Brookline Avenue, and Jeff—an acquaintance of our 
family—had slid off the road into a ditch. Learning of Jeff’s 
need and living nearby, we bundled up and set out in my dad’s 
4WD International Scout.
 Pulling the car out wasn’t a problem compared to fending off 
Jeff’s vigorous and emotional effort to repay us. I wondered 
later why he couldn’t just accept a favor from friends. A simple 
“thank you” would have been adequate. But he seemed to 
have a deep need to “even the score.” Jeff didn’t want to feel 
indebted to us.
 As human beings, and especially as Christians, we generally 
enjoy being hospitable, inviting friends over for a meal or 
taking them out to dinner. We don’t expect anything in return. 
Or do we?
 If we continually invite someone to our house, or continually 
pick up the meal check at the restaurant, eventually we start to 
wonder… “Are they taking advantage of us? Can’t they afford 
to take a turn? Are they really our friends? They should return 
the favor!”
 Then there is Christmas. Sending cards to friends is an old 
tradition. But when we send a card, and do not receive one in 
return, we ponder removing that person from our list. We think, 
“Well, maybe we’ll give them one more year. If there’s no card 
from them next year, that’s the end of the relationship.”
 We give gifts on Christmas Eve or Day, ostensibly to 
remember God’s gift of a Savior. But in reality, our gift-giving 
tends to be a gift exchange. Most of us enjoy the giving more 
than the receiving. But when nothing is received in return, we 
may question whether that person is worthy of our gift.
 The real Christmas—God sending his Son for us—is not a 
gift exchange. It’s entirely one-sided. We are not worthy of the 
gift. It’s unmerited favor. Just the pure gracious gift of God for 
undeserving sinners. “For it is by grace you have been saved, 
through faith—and this is not from yourselves, it is the gift of 
God—not by works, so that no one can boast” (Eph. 2:8-9).

Rev. Brent Juliot is editor of Faith & Fellowship magazine, teaches 
math at Hillcrest Lutheran Academy, and serves as pastor at Stavanger 
Lutheran Church in Fergus Falls, MN.
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