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The God of Mercy
H.E. WISLØFF

The prophet Jonah stood exposed on the deck in the great
storm. “What shall we do to you?” asked the sailors. The
prophet did not even try to find a word of excuse. He was
honest and admitted that he was guilty.
It is not easy to stand face to face with the word guilty, and
as we stand with a closed mouth, every excuse is stripped
away, every hiding place closed and eyes like flames of fire
are penetrating the soul and every work is laid open in the
daylight.
No one will need grace until one has seen his or her
guilt. No one needs the gospel until that person has seen
2
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Quiet Moments

the lostness of the heart. Only those who
have felt the pangs of condemnation can
understand the joy of the pardoned. The
joy of salvation is experienced only by
those who have wept the bitter tears of the
guilty.
When the prophet accepted his guilt, he
experienced that God saves the lost. When
he was cast into the sea, God sent deliverance. Such is the God of
mercy, the God of salvation.
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.
The CLB Prayer Team is on call to pray for requests from our family of churches.
E-mail: pray@prayclb.org
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Glimpse
Fear and Mercy
Fear has a unique way of manifesting
itself. Not long ago I dreamt that I was
Jacob returning to the land of my father
and grandfather, Isaac and Abraham. I
was traveling with my wives and my
children when I received word that Esau,
the brother I had swindled out of his
birthright, was riding with four hundred
men to meet me. Fear filled my body and
my heart raced in terror at the horror that
might befall me.
Esau had every right to be angry, and
I knew it! I had stolen from him the
greatest promise that has ever been given,
the promise of a people that will number
as many as the stars in the sky, the
promise of a descendant that will bless all
the nations of the earth. But as I prepared
to meet Esau, I suddenly awoke, safe and
secure, in my bed, my heart still racing
with fear.
The significance of the dream was not
lost on me. I was ten days away from a
trip to Chad, Africa to visit the unreached
Muslims that our Church is engaging
with the fulfillment of God’s promise to
Jacob, the good news of Jesus Christ. I
had been asked to participate in recording
a series of short videos documenting
the lives of those we are trying to reach.
The upcoming trip had caused me to feel
both excitement and fear. Excitement
for the opportunity to travel to a place I
never thought I would visit, and fear to
be a true minority for the first time in my
life. I would speak English in a country
that does not and I would be a Christian
among a people who are not.
JOHN 1:14
The Word became flesh and made his
dwelling among us. We have seen his
glory, the glory of the one and only Son,
who came from the Father, full of grace
and truth.
On our third full day in Africa, our
team left the safety and comfort of the
www.ffmagazine.org

TROY TYSDAL

L to R: Missionary Dan Venberg, Rev. Troy Tysdal, Poulo Jacques (Director of Mission for our LB Chadian Church),
Missionary Paul Szobody, Videographer Micah Nordtvedt

Lutheran Brethren Welcome Center in
Ndjamena, Chad and we made our way
to the village where missionaries Dan and
Rachel Venberg lived for over ten years.
Before recording any video, we desired
the blessing of the village elders.
Our first stop was with the village
Imam, the community’s Islamic leader.
To my surprise, we were greeted with a
smile, welcomed into his hut and asked
to sit down. I understood nothing of what
was said, but witnessed the respect Dan
and the Imam shared for each other. The
Imam said to Dan, “Of course you can use
your cameras, this is your village!” After
receiving his blessing Dan presented the
Imam with a copy of the New Testament
printed in Arabic. Receiving the book,
the Imam read the title: The Gospel of
the Messiah. After thanking us for the
gift, he asked us to pray for a sick man
that was there with us in the hut. I hadn’t
noticed the man lying quietly under a
mosquito net. The thought of being in
a small hut with a very sick man in the
middle of Africa made me nervous, but
Dan crawled under the net and prayed for
the man (who within 24 hours would sit
up for the first time in weeks).
After saying goodbye to the Imam, we
joined the remaining elders on a mat near
the center of the village. As they saw us,
expressions of joy filled their faces, and
their conversation, which was translated
for me, quickly shifted to our ministry
among them. One of the elders said,
“Dan and Rachel brought many things to

our village—mosquito nets, clean water,
wisdom to our farmers. But above all,
they became like us—they learned to
speak our language!”
Over the next eight days, I would
see this reception repeated many times
as villagers recalled the work of our
missionaries who have lived among
them. On my flight home, I reflected on
our trip and pondered the story of Jacob
and Esau. I recalled Jacob’s shock when
Esau ran toward him and embraced him
with a kiss. The Scriptures tell us that
both men wept. I don’t know if, or when,
we will see a harvest for the Kingdom
of God among the Bilala, Fulbe, and
Bagirmi people of Chad, but I do know
this: having accomplished so much,
we must not turn back. We have shown
them Christ, by dwelling with them, by
laughing with them, by weeping with
them. We have built friendships that fear
cannot destroy by proclaiming a gospel
that the gates of hell cannot stand against.
We have been chosen, by God, to bring
his promise of salvation to a people who
are hard to reach, in the hope that one day
they will rejoice and be counted with us
in a family that numbers as many as the
stars in the sky. And they will be blessed,
as we are blessed, as children of God, by
the grace of God, through faith in Christ
Jesus our Lord.
Rev. Troy Tysdal is Acting Director of
Communications and Prayer for the Church of
the Lutheran Brethren.
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he child that Rachel cradled gazed
up at her with a glassy look,
offering no expression or emotion.
Usually one can read emotion in the eyes.
Not so with this child. We had seen this
before: the blank, unresponsive eyes; the
stark rib cage protruding out from the
chest; the bloated and herniated belly;
the loose skin hanging off the bones like
too much moss hanging off a willow tree.
This child was severely malnourished
and dehydrated. Statistics and experience
told us that this little boy was too far gone
and there was nothing we could do.
My gut reaction was one of frustration.
I felt like scolding the child’s mother,
reprimanding her for such ignorance and
neglect. Simple nutritional practice and
care could have prevented this travesty.
She should have brought the baby to us
earlier, when we could have more easily
4

Missionary Rachel Venberg used her training as a nurse to show the love of Christ to the Fulbe people.

DAN VENBERG
turned the tide of dehydration. Yet now,
there was so little hope.
Before I could speak, Rachel looked
at me and said, “We have to try. There is
always hope with God.” I recalled Jesus’
statement that we are to love the Lord
our God with all of our being, and that
we are to love our neighbor as ourselves
(Matthew 22:34-40). What would I do
if this were my child? I would do all I
could, even when hope seemed slim.
So Rachel and I prayed in Jesus’ name
that this child would be healed. We then
loaded the mother and child up on my
motorcycle, and traveled 15 miles to the
nearest clinic. The nurse on duty was not
encouraging; in fact, she did a fine job of
scolding the mother. I pleaded with the
nurse to put the baby on a hydrating IV
drip. I prayed again in my soul for the life
of this child. And still the child died.

Is God calling you to mission work?
Contact: dvenberg@clba.org

The parents thanked us for our help and
our efforts. They said that it was Allah’s
will. They said that Allah is great. This left
me thinking: “What was accomplished in
this for the kingdom of God? What if I
had simply preached the gospel to this
young family? Would that have been
a better use of my time? What did our
effort to show mercy accomplish?”
Later that day, these words of Jesus
came to me, “Truly I tell you, whatever
you did for one of the least of these
brothers and sisters of mine, you did for
me” (Matthew 25:40). Caring for that
child was caring for Christ!
As the Church is sent out into the world,
we go forth with the proclamation of the
gospel. It is still good news. It is still news
of great joy. And it is still for all people.
But sharing the gospel is more than just
verbal proclamation. It is sharing life. As
Faith & Fellowship

Paul writes about his ministry among the Thessalonians,
“Because we loved you so much, we were delighted to
share with you not only the gospel of God but our lives as
well” (1 Thessalonians 2:8).
If we love God and love our neighbor, mercy ministry is
part of who we are. Mercy ministry is kingdom ministry.
In mission, we offer the message of Christ, so that people
may hear, for faith comes through hearing. But our
message is empty of power if it is not accompanied by
acts of mercy, for our faith without works is dead.
The heritage of LBIM has exemplified this conviction.
Our missionaries have served in China, Cameroon, Chad,
Japan and Taiwan—always holding out the right hand of
the gospel message along with the left hand of the gospel
lived out through mercy ministries.
While translating the Scriptures into new languages
that previously had no alphabet, our missionaries taught
men, women and children how to read and write. The
result: People could discover, hear, study and pass on the
Word of God in their own heart languages. When natural
disasters such as famines or tsunamis have devastated
these communities, our missionaries and our churches
have responded.
In communities that are extremely poor and have
significant physical needs, our missionaries have
responded, not with handouts, but by laboring alongside
the people. The goal is always to help people find a
sustainable solution that will not end when the missionary
is gone. Our missionaries help to cast vision and create
multiple primary schools where there were previously
none. Also, as a result of missionary teaching, there are
now many brick makers, carpenters, electricians, health
workers, masons and mechanics.
In Chad and Cameroon, our missionaries have used
their health-care skills. Nationals have been trained and
outfitted to teach primary health care. Village pharmacies
and community hospitals have been established. A
leprosarium—a place to care for those afflicted with
leprosy—was part of our Cameroonian ministry for years.
We have worked with village cooperatives to develop
improved gardening and farming practices. We’ve
helped to jump start and train people in small business
management. A small revolving loan/micro-finance
system has been organized within groups of men and
women, resulting in renewable and productive enterprises.
Water wells have been placed in communities. The local
people have been involved in the process of raising
necessary funds for the well, giving them a sense of
ownership in the ongoing maintenance of that well.
Why do we do mercy ministry? Not for our sake. Not to
pat ourselves on the back and boast about what we have
done. All of these acts of mercy are for the sake of our
Savior, who came to us in our need and who taught us
what mercy is all about. His was the ultimate display of
mercy and grace that is still good news of great joy—for
all the people. Our acts of mercy serve as a bridge over
which the Good News of Jesus travels to them.

“The kingdom of God belongs to such as these” (Luke 18:16).

The distribution of mosquito nets has drastically reduced the mortality of children in Chad due to malaria.

Above: Fulbe Women pump fresh water from a well put in by Lutheran Brethren churches.
Below: Missionary Dan Venberg shares the story of Jesus and the Woman at the Well (John 4).

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

www.ffmagazine.org
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Professor Pless greeting the children of Madagascar

God’s Mercy in Action

L

utherans have been in Madagascar
for a hundred and forty years.
Since 1866, when Norwegian
missionaries landed on the shores of
this African island nation, the name
Lutheran has been synonymous with
the clear preaching of Christ Jesus and
compassionate care extended to people
living in poverty and disease. Those early
Norwegian Lutherans planted churches,
established schools and maintained
clinics. Acts of mercy were kept in close
proximity to the confession of Jesus as the
only Savior from sin, death and hell. The
proclamation of Jesus crucified and risen
illumined multiple diaconal efforts in
education including schools for the deaf
6
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and the blind, orphanages for homeless
children, and hospitals for people whose
bodies were ravaged by tropical diseases
and whose minds were tormented by the
forces of darkness.
It was all done in the name of the Lord
Jesus Christ who came into the world
to redeem lost sinners in body and soul.
By the end of the nineteenth century
strong revival movements within the
Malagasy Lutheran Church would lead
to the establishment of tobys (literally
encampments of mercy) where the
destitute, sick, poor and dying could be
cared for in community—centered in
God’s Word and dedicated to works of
mercy freely given as to Christ himself.

Lutherans in Madagascar—now over
three million strong—love the theology
of the Reformation. They glory in the
good news of the God who justifies the
ungodly by faith alone apart from works
of the law. It is this theology that fuels a
vigorous corporate life of mercy in their
midst, and it is a wonder to behold!
Over the past few years, I have led
several study tours in Madagascar for
seminarians. At the seminary we spend
a lot of time studying Luther and the
Confessions, looking at the connection
between faith and good works. I have
often lectured on the German theologian
Eberhard Juengel’s statement that there
is no more liberating basis for ethics
Faith & Fellowship

“Be merciful, just as your Father is merciful.”
Luke 6:36

than the doctrine of justification. My
students were now able to see the truth
of Juengel’s statement both articulated
and embodied by these marvelous
Lutheran folks. As we drove over dusty
and unpaved roads into one of the oldest
tobys in Madagascar, isolated and out in
the bush, we were greeted by an eager
band of its inhabitants all clothed in white
robes. The rich sound of their voices
blending together in hymns of praise
and thanksgiving welcomed our party.
They led us to a faucet surrounded by
benches, where they washed our feet as
the local pastor read from the Scriptures
and prayed.
While we were touring the toby, our
host explained to us that the residents
wear white garments as a reminder of the
imputed righteousness that we are given
through faith in Christ. Clothed with his
righteousness, cleansed by his blood, we
are set free to live lives of righteousness
in the presence of our neighbors. We
are little Christs, as Luther put it, one to
another. Faith alone justifies. Justifying
faith gives birth to works of love which
serve the needs of the neighbor. We serve
one another as God in Christ has served
us. As Dr. Joseph Randrianasolo, of the
Malagasy Lutheran Church’s graduate
seminary in Fianarantsoa, put it, “As
Christ freely gives to us through his
suffering, death, and resurrection, so we
freely give to others.” Talk about the
liberating power of justification by faith
alone! There you have it! Christ gives.
We receive, and as we have received from
him all that we have, so we give freely.
Since returning from Madagascar last
March, I have had ample opportunity to
ponder and reflect on what my students
and I heard and saw there. We witnessed
a Church that, in terms of worldly wealth,
is stricken with poverty. Many people
live in squalid conditions, menaced by
hunger and stalked by disease. We saw
www.ffmagazine.org

shacks built on muddy rice fields where
their inhabitants live with the everpresent threat of flooding. The faces
of the children who came to the Good
Samaritan Center for the Poor for a
weekly hot meal of rice, soup and boiled
fish have left an indelible print on my
mind. As Luther would put it, they are the
masks behind which our Lord Jesus hides
to receive our service of love.
Our time with our Malagasy Lutheran
brothers and sisters reminded us of the
vitality of conservative Lutheranism for
works of mercy precisely because it takes
justification by faith alone so seriously.
Luther scholar Carter Lindberg observes
that in the medieval period, the rich used
the poor both for labor and spirituality.
The poor were seen as destined to serve
the economic needs of the wealthy and
as objects of charity and almsgiving. The
poor provided the rich the occasion to do
good works that were seen to advance the
cause of their own salvation.
Justification by faith alone frees
us from attempting to use the needy
as building blocks in futile attempts
to secure salvation. Christ alone has
purchased and won us to be his own.
Salvation is not achieved by any work
of the law, including works of mercy.
Salvation is freely given by Christ to be
received by faith alone. Freed by faith to
live in Christ, we can direct our attention
to giving of all that we have to serve the
neighbor simply because he or she is in
need.
When many member churches of the
Lutheran World Federation signed on to
the Joint Document on the Doctrine of
Justification with the Roman Catholics
in 1999, the Malagasy Lutheran Church
declined. Could it be that it is precisely
the Malagasy Lutherans’ firm grasp of
the central doctrine of justification by
faith alone that enlivens them in works of
mercy?

My students and I were blessed to
be with these dear Lutheran saints in
Madagascar. The students who went
with me to Madagascar are pastors now
in places as diverse as Hawaii and South
Africa. They learned a lot about human
care and works of mercy in hospitals, a
school for the blind, and in the Malagasy
Lutheran Church’s HIV/AIDS project.
They saw Christ’s people active as his
hands and feet in the center for the poor
and in churches both in crowded urban
settings and out in the Madagascar bush.
I don’t doubt that they will be more
caring and compassionate shepherds for
the experience. But I’m most pleased that
they learned something about the source
of it all: God’s justification of the ungodly
by faith alone. That act of God in Christ
makes human mercy a reality.
Rev. John T. Pless is Assistant Professor of
Pastoral Ministry and Missions at Concordia
Theological Seminary in Fort Wayne, IN, where
he also serves as Director of Field Education.

Buy the Book!
This book draws on
Walther’s
Law
and
Gospel theses to present
and apply foundational
truths to contemporary
Christian faith and living.
Available at: www.amazon.com
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Mercy and
the Talk Show Host
SIGURD GRINDHEIM

T
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he following is a transcript from a
well-known talk show on TV.

Host: My guest today is Mr. Immanuel
Josephson. Over the past three years,
people all over the United States have
been uploading their videos of this man
to YouTube. Many of them have gone
viral. One of my favorites is a video
that features a disheveled homeless man
who has been sleeping in his own urine
and whose stench is so bad that people
avoid passing within 100 feet of him. In
this video, Mr. Josephson walks right up
to him and gives him a big bear hug. He
gives the man his own clothes, and as the
video fades out, Mr. Josephson is seen
walking away wearing the rags that had
previously belonged to the hobo.
In another popular feature, Mr.
Josephson was intervening in a domestic
dispute, trying to protect a woman
from being assaulted by her husband.
Mr. Josephson ended up in the hospital
having taken most of the blows directed
at the woman.
But these are only relatively innocuous
examples of what Mr. Josephson has been
8

up to. Many of his activities are more
controversial, and many people have
been saying that this man is threatening
our American way of life.
Some people say he is encouraging
people not to stand up for themselves. He
is also teaching people to cooperate rather
than to compete, to share their resources
rather than amass individual wealth. This
message undercuts the very incentives
that form the basis for the success of our
society, the very American DNA that has
made this country great.
Even more seriously, some people
think that he shows little respect for law
and order. He has been giving shelter to
illegal immigrants and other criminals,
making it more difficult to protect our
communities from unwanted elements.
Host: Mr. Josephson, thank you for
being here with us today. What do you
say to the charges that have been brought
against you?
Guest: The purpose of my life is to do
mercy, and mercy knows no boundaries.
Host: I understand that, but don’t
you think you have to consider the
consequences of your actions? What

would happen if everyone acted like you,
and if people knew they could expect
others to behave like you? People would
stop working, knowing that other people
would care for them. Criminals would
rule the day, knowing that their victims
would forgive them and not press charges.
Don’t you think that you should
distinguish between those who are
in a miserable situation through no
fault of their own, and those who are
poor because of bad choices they have
made? In other words, don’t you need to
distinguish between those who are worthy
and those who are not worthy of your
sympathy? Otherwise, you are just going
to encourage irresponsible behavior.
Guest: I have come to find the unworthy
and rehabilitate them.
Host: What about those who are
worthy? Don’t you think that those of
us who do the right thing and work hard
deserve to be rewarded for it?
Guest: Unless you give away all your
money and come live as a bum like
me, you will never experience genuine
fulfillment and your whole life will have
been for nothing.
Faith & Fellowship

Host: Why should I want to trade
everything I have to become like you?
I was born without a dollar to my
name, and I have worked very hard to
get to where I am today. I am now an
accomplished professional, and I have
become wealthy and famous. Why would
I want to become a bum like you?
Guest: Those who think highly of
themselves will be shown that they are
nothing, but those who belong in the
company of the down and out will truly
be called great.
Host: Let me get this straight. You
are saying that I am really nothing? I,
who have spent my whole life working
to improve myself and to improve our
society. All this time I have been clueless.
I should have been a loser instead.
Guest: When you see that all your
accomplishments are worth nothing more
than rubbish, you will be ready to receive
an entirely new life, which is what I will
give you. I will forgive your evil ways. I
will show you mercy and teach you how
to show mercy to others.
Host: [The host’s parting words have
been deleted from the transcript.]
www.ffmagazine.org

A few weeks after his appearance on
TV, Mr. Josephson was arrested and put
on trial. He was found guilty of thousands
of counts of identity theft. His arrest was
purely accidental, as the police had been
investigating a highly placed member of
a terrorist organization, and their leads
suddenly pointed them towards Mr.
Josephson, who had finally picked the
wrong identity to steal.
Further investigation revealed that
every person that Mr. Josephson had ever
met had been given the same offer: They
were given the opportunity to swap their
identity with him. Only the criminals had
taken him up on it.
Immanuel Josephson was found guilty
in a unanimous verdict and sentenced to
death.
After his death, the “victims” of Mr.
Josephson’s identity scam issued the
following statement:
“Immanuel Josephson took the blows
that were meant for us, bore the stench
that was caused by us, suffered the hatred
that was directed at us, and ultimately
died because he identified with us. By
his wounds we have been healed. We

deserved to die for our crimes, but he took
the punishment that legally should have
been given to us. We wish to express our
sincere gratitude that our identity is now
his identity and his identity is forever our
identity.”
[The following sources contributed to this report:
Matthew 1:23; Mark 1:40-45; Matthew 5:39-42;
Leviticus 19:34; Luke 10:29-37; Luke 19:10;
Luke 18:18-25; Luke 14:11-14; Philippians 3:49; Luke 6:36; Mark 15:6-15; 2 Corinthians 5:21;
Luke 5:30-32; Isaiah 53:4-6; Luke 23:40-43.]
Sigurd Grindheim is an adjunct professor
at Lutheran Brethren Seminary and teaches
at several theological institutions in the US,
Norway, and Ethiopia. He has also served
as missionary, pastor, Bible translator, and
journalist. He is the author of four books and
a number of scholarly articles related to the
Gospels and the letters of Paul. With his wife,
Melissa, and their spoiled cat, Charlie, he lives
in Evanston, IL.

Visit Lutheran Brethren Seminary online at:
www.LBS.edu
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Have Mercy

ROY HEGGLAND

J

esus was on an urgent mission.
In Mark 1:38, Jesus expressed
this urgency, “Let us go… to
the nearby villages—so I can preach
there also. That is why I have come.”
Preaching the Good News was why Jesus
went from village to village. Not only
did he preach the Good News, he was the
Good News. As Jesus preached, he was
telling people about himself, the Messiah
who had been sent to save us from our sin
in accordance with the plan of God from
before the world was created. With such
limited time to preach (about three years)
and so many people to reach, we might
think that the poor and the sick were a
distraction or diversion from Jesus’ real
mission of preaching. Why would Jesus
take time to heal so many when his time
was so precious and the spiritual need of
the people was so great? In fact, Mark
doesn’t even let us know if the people
that Jesus healed were also spiritually
made alive.
Have you ever heard a well-intentioned
Christian tell someone who had just lost
a loved one something like this? “Your
loved one is now better off and this is
God’s plan.” Although there is truth
in what was said, the person who tried
to give comfort seemed to be saying
that since the person was a Christian,
everything else really didn’t matter. But
is that how Jesus cared for the people of
his day? Did Jesus care only about the
spiritual life of people or did he care for
all of their needs: spiritual, emotional,
mental and physical? In the Gospels, the
answer is very clear. Jesus cared enough
about the physical, mental and emotional
needs of people that he always addressed
those needs as he ministered the gospel.

Support the CLB:

CLB Contribution Report as of November 30, 2014
CLB Fiscal Year End April 30, 2015
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I have always found it interesting
that in Matthew 25:31-46, when Jesus
distinguishes between the goats and
the sheep, he considers physical acts of
mercy such as giving someone food and
drink, being kind to a stranger, clothing
someone and visiting the sick and those
in prison. These are marks of the sheep.
Why doesn’t Jesus use the preaching of
the gospel as the measure by which the
goats and sheep are separated? After all,
isn’t telling the good news the primary
mission of the Church? What is the
connection between these physical acts
of mercy and the heart of Christianity?
All physical acts of mercy have this in
common: They cost us something. They
involve us in sharing the burdens that
other carry. Perhaps as we help carry the
burden of others, we give them the rest
they need to hear the Good News and the
hope to think it could be true.
ONLINE:

www.clba.org/giving

BY MAIL (U.S.):
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Accumulated
Difference

200,000
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0

As we look around us at the burdens
others are carrying, may the words of
Paul the Apostle spur us on to do good
works, those acts of mercy by which the
gospel message becomes clearer to our
world. “Carry each other’s burdens, and
in this way you will fulfill the law of
Christ” (Galatians 6:2).
Roy Heggland serves the CLB as Associate for
Biblical Stewardship.

P. O . B o x 6 5 5
Fergus Falls, MN 56538

BY MAIL (CANADA):
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Birch Hills, SK S0J 0G0

Women’s Ministries
Church of the Lutheran Brethren

Hands and Feet of Jesus
CHERYL OLSEN

T

hank you for being the hands and
feet of Jesus!” Each year, women
support Women’s Ministries
projects. Here are updates and thanks
from the past few months.
From Marybeth Nordtvedt (HELP
ministry): HELP! It can be a desperate cry
or a quiet word or deed of encouragement.
We’ve all been on both sides of giving
and receiving help.
Women’s Ministries of the CLB
maintains a fund to HELP our overseas
missionaries as they transition between
cultures. HELP (Household Equipment
Linen Project) gives a gift of money
to each missionary when they first go
overseas and when they return on home
assignment. The gift amount varies by
number of family members and length of
term overseas. It is more in the category
of encouragement than in meeting a
desperate need, but here are the heartfelt
sentiments of one of our missionaries:
“Thank you so much for your gift to our
family. We have felt very blessed to have
such a great support system in the body
of Christ as we wade through this mire
of transition. We are humbled and very
appreciative of your gift, your prayers
and your encouragement. Blessings!”
Would you or your group like to bless
our missionaries? The HELP ministry is
funded by contributions from women’s
ministry groups, mission committees,
small groups and individuals. Send your
gifts to:
Joy Mathiesen,
1421 Highway Terrace
Fergus Falls, MN 56537
www.ffmagazine.org

SWEET Retreat 2014

From Gudrun Boe, SWEET Retreat
Committee: The SWEET Retreat
(Seminary
Women
Encouraging
Equipping and Training retreat) is
possible each fall because of you!
On behalf of the committee I would
like to thank you all for your continued
support of our Seminary Women’s
Retreat! Some of our seminary women
have expressed what this means to them:

“I knew it would be a good time of
fellowship, but Julie Militzer’s message
had some strong convictions for me. I
appreciate being challenged in my walk
with the Lord in a personal way.”

“My husband is a distance education
student on Skype. Coming here I have
been able to meet seminary wives and be
encouraged in my faith as a pastor’s wife.
Thank you for providing the way!”

WMCLB Focus Project: We continue
to support Guinebor II Hospital, in Chad,
with finances, and by sending infant
clothing (more at WMCLB.com). Thank
you for showing your love for Jesus by
sharing your resources!

“Your investment in this aspect of our
lives is just that—an investment. The
blessing you’ve given us has resulted in
a wonderful time of fellowship. It has
reminded me of the great love of the
amazing God we serve! Thank you for
being the hands and feet of Jesus!”

“This retreat also was a great time to
get away from the bustle of life and find
time to be restored and rejuvenated. You
are all truly a blessing. Thank you!”

Cheryl Olsen is the Faith & Fellowship
correspondent for Women’s Ministries of the
Church of the Lutheran Brethren.
Visit: www.WMCLB.com
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Mercy at a Pregnancy Center

M

ercy is kindness or help given to
people who are in a very bad or
desperate situation. It is lovingkindness, grace, favor, compassion. Jesus
was often moved by compassion and he
asks us to be merciful.
I have seen the Church extend mercy
in many ways. One that has meant the
most to me is the mercy shown through
the ministry of Pregnancy Care Centers
(PCC).
Care-Net, a website that assists many
PCC’s, describes these ministries this
way: “Care-Net supports more than
1100 affiliate pregnancy centers across
North America. Pregnancy centers have
been widely noted as the ‘kind, calm,
12

LBS J-Term Speaker: MELINDA GARDNER
nonjudgmental’ face of the pro-life
movement (TIME, 2008). Our affiliate
pregnancy centers are faith-based
organizations with deep roots in their
communities. Each center empowers
women and men facing unplanned
pregnancies
with
practical
help,
emotional support, and information about
their pregnancy options.”
Suppose you’re single and just found
out you’re pregnant. You want to be
“unpregnant.” This is the very bad or
desperate situation many people find
themselves in. This is the reason that
pregnancy centers exist: to offer help and
hope—mercy—to people in a desperate
situation.

As the Executive Director of a
Pregnancy Care Center for nearly 34
years, I have been involved in this issue
for decades. Bethesda Lutheran Brethren
Church in Eau Claire, Wisconsin, where
I am a member, showed the film series
“Whatever Happened to the Human
Race?” It was in 1980, shortly after my
first child was born.
This series (by Francis Schaeffer and
C. Everett Koop) is about abortion,
infanticide and euthanasia. What happens
to our society when we accept these
practices? After watching five sessions,
I was sure that I needed to get involved,
to do something, to try to make a
difference—to save babies. When women
Faith & Fellowship

“Like apples of gold in settings of silver is a ruling rightly given.”
			

began to tell me their abortion stories,
God used that to change my focus, and to
help me understand how abortion injures
women, and also men.
I got involved in starting one of the
first Pregnancy Centers in the US, right
here in Eau Claire. Our Center is named
APPLE Pregnancy Care Center. APPLE
stands for “Aiding Problem Pregnancies
with Love and Encouragement.” The
Scripture that inspires us is Proverbs
25:11, “A word fitly spoken is like apples
of gold in a setting of silver.” APPLE is
a support ministry to restore, equip and
empower women and men to make lifeaffirming choices. We are an affiliate with
Care-Net, a national organization based
near Washington, D.C.
And what an amazing journey it has
been.
We have seen women change their
minds and carry a child to term who
would have been aborted.
We have seen men turn their hearts
toward their children, and learn to
become better fathers.
We have seen many women find healing
and forgiveness after an abortion through
our Post-Abortion Bible Study.
We have given presentations to schools
and church youth groups on “Love, Sex
and Healthy Relationships,” and have had
wonderful responses from these students.
We have seen people come to know the
Lord, get involved in a church, and find
their lives completely changed through a
relationship with the Lord.
We have been in labor and delivery with
women who had no one to support them.
We have found women a place to live.
We have been at weddings, baptisms,
and funerals of the people we minister
www.ffmagazine.org

Proverbs 25:11

to at the Center. We have visited clients
through the Jail Ministry.
We have seen sacrificial giving by
people in the Church, our financial
partners who are so incredibly generous
because they believe in helping others—
in mercy.
I have seen amazing answers to prayer.
God’s provision above and beyond.
Our “Earn While You Learn” Program
offers a long-term educational and
support program for the moms and dads
who need help and encouragement as
they face being new parents. They are
able to come in and learn from a long
list of topics: Fetal Development, Labor
and Delivery, Bringing your Child Home,
Discipline, Financial Skills, Nutrition,
and many other life skills. They “earn”
points to purchase many items that have
been donated to the Center. We offer
diapers, baby and maternity clothing,
strollers, car seats, bassinets, toys, books,
beautiful quilts and blankets that are
hand-made with love, and much more.
Our
families
receive
accurate
information, wonderful education, and
the material items they need, along with
love and mentoring from the amazing
staff and volunteers at APPLE. They tell
us they don’t know what they would do
without us. We are able to minister to
them—to offer hope, the love of Christ,
kindness, and a listening ear. We often see
people long-term, sometimes for years.
This wonderful program isn’t a
handout. It requires them to participate,
to show up, and to do something. They
are rewarded, and they feel as though
they’ve accomplished something. They
EARN what they receive and because of
that, it is much more valuable to them.

It teaches responsibility. They also learn
to give back and often return with items
to donate after their child outgrows
something.
Mercy, kindness, help… it doesn’t
mean enabling people to continue in the
difficult situation they are in. It doesn’t
mean letting them take advantage of you.
It isn’t a handout. After so many years of
being involved, I know that asking good
questions, challenging false thinking,
praying for and with people, and getting
involved makes a difference in people’s
lives. It is also difficult and challenging,
and we depend on the Lord for everything
at our Center.
Mercy. What would happen if we
showed mercy when a young teenager
in our church is pregnant? If—instead of
ignoring her, avoiding her, not helping
her—we surround her with the love,
support and forgiveness God gives us all.
Mercy. It’s something God freely gives,
and it changes everything.
Melinda Gardner lives in Eau Claire, WI and
is a member of Bethesda LB Church. She is the
longest serving Care-Net PCC Director in the
US and this fall won the “Perseverance Award”
from Care-Net. She is a Hillcrest Academy
graduate and an alumnus of Trinity University.
She is the daughter of Rev. Omar Gjerness,
married to Daniel, the mother of two adult
daughters, and grandmother to Braeden Omar.
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Know Hope
BARB DUNN

A

s an expressive person, I have
struggled with raw emotions
and what the Christian does with
them. Are we less Christian for having
negative and inconvenient emotions such
as fear, doubt, hopelessness or despair?
Is it acceptable to process emotions such
as these before arriving at the peace and
hopefulness we are expected to have? Are
we supposed to “snap out of it” sooner
than non-believers? What does hope do
for us and how does it affect us?
We need hope in our daily lives
because life can be difficult, especially
when we are confronted with a problem
where hope is essential to get us through
it. This was especially true for me in
January 2011 when I faced the possibility
of breast cancer. After finding a lump in
my breast, I traveled a path that required
numerous tests, invasive procedures
and operations. I was forced to make
decisions that I never thought I would
have to make, decisions that launched
me on a rollercoaster of emotions. There
were days when I definitely “bought the
ticket” for the ride, and then there were
days when I was amazed at the level of
peace and strength I possessed.
14
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As I wrestled with fear for myself and
my family, not knowing what the future
would hold and with my hope waning, I
wrote a personal lamentation to our Lord:
Why have I entertained darkness
when you are my light?
Why do I fear when you are my Savior?
How do I do your will
when I am hesitant to be willing
to go to places I do not choose?
Oh, how this world confuses me!
I want to be your servant.
How am I doing?
I love those you blessed me with,
but you love them more!
Please hold them in your hand.
Keep me strong and faithful
for those who love me.
May they draw near to you.
I bargain with you as I consider:
If harm shall befall us,
let it befall me
so you may keep them from harm.
I thank you for your saints
that you’ve gathered around me.
You find ways to show me
and tell me that you are here.
I hear you, my Shepherd!

I know your voice;
you fill my heart with joy!
You dispel my fear.
Make me bold, Lord,
my faith is in you.
You are good,
loving and true.
Your light is in me.
You drive the darkness out of my mind.
My heart leaps with joy
that you are with me and are mine
all the days of my life.
You are my sustainer,
my healer, my provider.
May I remember your blessings
and rest in your faithfulness.
From the night I found the lump until
after my bilateral mastectomy, I wrestled
with deep emotions more fully than ever
before. Processing them, however, was
a more refined skill, a learned skill that
came from a concerted effort in my walk
with the Lord. Although normally an
optimistic person by nature, the impact of
facing breast cancer hampered my ability
to be hopeful. Like many of us who
find ourselves in those dark moments,
I had difficulty finding hope as I tried
Faith & Fellowship

to figure out what to do next. For me, it
was an active mental decision, one that
took me beyond a moment or a word,
to a deliberate path. I questioned where
I would get this hope. In whom or what
was I placing my hope? As awful as
hopelessness is, is it any better to hope
in something that might not or cannot be
delivered?
The answer to these questions finally
came to me and eventually I went from
“no hope” to “know hope.” But how I
got there was less about my choice and
more about my knowledge and reflection
of who I know God to be. He is a God
of mercy, love and kindness. He walks
beside me and always watches over me,
and this is the reason that I could begin
to feel hope. I was no longer hoping for
what I wanted, I was hoping in Jesus. I
could do this because I could trust him.
By looking back at how God responded
to various situations throughout my life
and the lives of my family, I was now
able to look to the future with hope—
despite my circumstances. It wasn’t about
a desire to be hopeful, it was rather about
knowing in whom to place my hope.
My inevitable journey made me realize
www.ffmagazine.org

that I can still be human, but through it
all, God’s Word is my level to help even
out the daily ups and downs. It’s not some
simple solution, or a spiritual Prozac that
we can just swallow. What God says in
his Word, who he is, and how he works
through his Spirit and his people—this is
what I cling to each day. It is what I need
to make decisions, to change the way I
look at a situation, to restore my feelings
toward his people, and to help me to look
at the future without dread or fear. By
building a solid foundation with the Lord
every day, I am building a foundation of
hope, one that will carry me through the
storms in life.
Why do I hope? I hope because when
I hope in the Lord, it anchors me in my
faith and in my daily life. I hope because
it is a gift from God and I receive it every
day as I focus on him, read his Word, talk
to him, listen to him and really process
what he is saying. I hope because of what
I know, because of my relationship with
the Lord, and because I find his words
are true: “I will be glad and rejoice in
thy mercy: for thou hast considered my
trouble; thou hast known my soul in
adversities” (Psalm 31:7, KJV).

“Let thy mercy, O Lord, be upon us,
according as we hope in thee” (Psalm
33:22, KJV).
Barb Dunn is the author of Whispers of Wisdom
and a member of Hillside Lutheran Brethren
Church in Succasunna, NJ.

Whispers of Wisdom - a personal reflection
of journal entries, emails and prayers that
create a chronological “flashback” of Barb’s
“Journey with God – From Mammography to
Mastectomy.”
(Available in softcover or e-book via Barnes and
Noble.com, Amazon.com or Xulon Press.)
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God’s ‘i-Phone’ Call
DAVID VEUM

C

hris and Lyssa Hartley were
living near Des Moines, Iowa,
where he taught art, coached
basketball, and oversaw the high school
yearbook. He loved his job. Then a job
opening in their home area brought them
to DeWitt, Iowa.
At this point in their lives neither of
them had any significant connection to
church, although Lyssa had wondered
about it. Then the Lord did something
really creative. A friend of Chris was at the
chiropractor and struck up a conversation
with another man about his i-Phone.
“Here, would you like to take a look at
it?” the man offered. That led to more
conversation. The other man, Pastor Paul
Lang, invited Chris’ friend to Emmaus
Road Lutheran Brethren Church.
The friend tried out the church and told
Chris, “I went to this church and really
enjoyed the music. You ought to check it
out.” Reluctantly Chris agreed, but said
to Lyssa, “It’s fine if we go to church once
in a while. But let’s not go crazy with
this.”
Then they met the Langs. They really
enjoyed the father-son pastor team, Paul
and Jason. “Jason just blew me out of
the water. He was such a normal, down
to earth guy. We had a lot in common.”
They started hanging out together.
That led to Chris and Lyssa hearing the
Word of God. Chris relates, “I always
had a feeling that there was a God, that
there was something bigger than me. But
I never knew about a relationship with
God.” Somewhere in the first year-anda-half Chris and Lyssa came to believe
in Jesus Christ as savior. “One Sunday
morning our whole family was baptized.”
Now Chris wanted to confess his
faith in Christ. “Why don’t you come
to Tweens or youth group and hang out
16

The Hartleys: Christopher, Lyssa, Isabelle (10) and Grant (7)

with kids? Build some relationships. See
how God can work in even the youngest
people.” He did. Eventually he and Lyssa
became leaders of the youth ministry.
Then Pastor Paul suggested that Chris
read 1 Timothy. He did. Paul asked
him. “What does it look like to take
responsibility in a church?” So Chris read
it again. A few weeks later the question
was, “What do you need to be like in
your person if you are going to take
responsibility in a church?” So Chris
read it again. That led to an invitation to
serve as an elder in the church. “I was
extremely humbled by that.”
Something else began to happen. Even
though Chris loved teaching and earned
a master’s degree in his field, he had
the nagging sense that he had a greater
desire to talk to his students about Jesus
than about art. His pastors and church
encouraged him toward ministry.

“I never felt like ministry was an option.
It’s like it was given to me. People would
ask us, ‘Isn’t it hard?’ Yes, it’s hard, but
it’s not my decision.” This summer Chris
and Lyssa moved with their children to
Fergus Falls, Minnesota where Chris is
enrolled in Lutheran Brethren Seminary,
preparing for pastoral ministry.
And this all started with a conversation
about an i-Phone.
Dr. David Veum is president of Lutheran Brethren
Seminary.

Visit Lutheran Brethren Seminary online at:
www.LBS.edu
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Preparing Leaders
for the Next Generation

L

ast spring Larry Fransson, the
president of the Pacific Northwest
Region of the CLB, called the
seminary and asked about getting some
training for their youth workers. Their
leadership team was concerned that these
willing servants would be better prepared
to teach the Scriptures to the high school
students in their congregations. He
specifically asked for an LBS faculty
member to come and teach.
In God’s providence one of our faculty,
Professor Mark Erickson, was developing
lay training courses for his final project
in earning a doctor of ministry degree
from Knox Seminary. To test their
effectiveness he has been teaching two
courses on-line, in biblical interpretation
and in preaching.
Each week of the eight-week course
involved an hour of lecture, which he
recorded using our distance technology,
and an hour of personal study. Participants
learned basic concepts for interpreting
the Scriptures. Their homework included
writing a brief summary of the meaning
of a text. The preaching course added
the task of writing the sermon idea and
a sermon outline. Twelve volunteers
started the courses and about half of them
finished.
Mark taught the biblical interpretation
course in September at Our Redeemer’s
Lutheran Brethren Church in Minot,
North Dakota. Sixty people attended.
About a third of them were from other
churches in the Western Region.
In November he travelled to Seattle
and taught this material to several youth
leaders from the Pacific Northwest. Rev.
Stan Olsen, the Regional Pastor, gave this
feedback: “The youth leaders were really
impressed with the unity of the Scriptures.
They were very engaged and enjoyed the
www.ffmagazine.org
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Professor Mark Erickson at the 2014 Biennial Convention

teaching. This was a great start, and our
intention is to have more teaching like
this. The group that was here will come
back for further instruction and they will
bring others.
We really need these courses. Our
youth leaders are teaching the Scriptures,
and if their interpretation is off-base, that
is not inconsequential. It’s so important
for them to get the right foundation. Mark
did a terrific job.”
Our goal is to develop a whole program
of study for lay persons like these youth
leaders. Our seminary and our churches
are committed to preparing people to
teach the Scriptures at all levels. These
courses that Professor Erickson has
developed are the beginning.
This all started with a directive from
the CLB Council of Directors giving
LBS responsibility to: “Prepare elders to
lead their congregations in their calling

to make disciples…and resource CLB
congregations in making disciples among
our young adults.”
For several years we have had both of
these concerns in our long-range strategic
plan. This year we budgeted $65,000
to develop this program of study for
preparing lay leaders. We will only spend
a portion of that, but we have a good
beginning.
Down the road we anticipate using
components of this program to help our
churches engage our young adults and
prepare them to lead and to teach the
Scriptures to their own generation.
Lutheran Brethren Seminary serves the Church
and world by preparing servants of Christ
for a life of ministry in God’s mission and for
equipping his people to serve in his mission.
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UPDATE

House of Hope

M

In March 2011, Ishinomaki, Japan experienced the devastating effects of an
earthquake and subsequent tsunami. LBIM missionaries Dean and Linda Bengtson
have ministered ever since, first as outsiders and now, finally, as residents themselves.

eiwaku. It’s such an annoying
word, but it carries a lot of
weight in Japanese culture and
everyday relationships. Meiwaku can
be used to refer to anything that bothers
someone else. Don’t practice the piano
late at night because it might bother the
neighbors. Don’t park your car on the
street because it causes meiwaku to those
trying to drive by it. A lot of it is common
sense, but…somehow, in my still at least
partly western mind, it goes beyond that.
And now, this pesky word shows up in
our rental agreement. What does it mean
exactly?
Maybe it’s nothing to worry about.
After all, we have made a lot of progress!
Back in December 2013, the owner
was saying NO religious activities. Our
coffee-drinking relationship began and,
although there was no guarantee of being
able to reach a point of agreement, work
began on the house in mid-May. The
friendly carpenter reappeared and we
carried on pleasantly all summer. We
were even invited out with the whole
family for drinks and a gorgeous platter
of expensive raw fish. In reality, the
missionaries only drank ginger ale and
not a word of the conversation came
close to being business-related, but
something about our relationship was
sealed anyway.
More months went by. Construction
stalled again. Our phone calls went
unreturned. At the end of September we
found ourselves eating raw fish together
again, this time at a funeral hall. Sadly,
the owner’s father (and original owner of
the house) had lost his battle with cancer.
In mid-October we gathered around our
dining room table, coffee cups in hand,
to discuss the rough draft of a rental
agreement and the word meiwaku. The
pre-rental contract stated that we should
refrain from any religious activities that
caused meiwaku in the neighborhood.
Since everyone has a different concept of
what is bothersome, we were hesitant. A
rather lively discussion ensued regarding
our request to put a “House of Hope”
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Ishinomaki,

Japan

LINDA BENGTSON

The House of Hope in Ishinomaki, Japan

sign on the property. The owner was also
uptight about having his house decorated
for Christmas. We were thoroughly
disheartened. Ten months of talking,
coffee and raw fish (which I don’t even
like!), and things are going to end NOW?
As it turned out, the owner had
envisioned neon signs, lots of blinking
Christmas lights and brightly colored
crosses decorating his roof… This was
not what we had in mind. After viewing
some photos our meeting ended in calm
agreement.
At the end of November, when we met
with the real estate agent to go over the
final contract, we were astounded. The
meiwaku phrase had been replaced with
a sentence saying we could hold “mass”
and prayer meetings!
Speaking of meiwaku, the streets in our
neighborhood are extremely narrow, and
parked cars are a legitimate complaint.
God answered our prayers about that issue
one day before we received the keys. A
neighbor took it upon herself to phone the
owner of the land across the street from
House of Hope. She then reported that we
could use that lot for parking—FREE—
in exchange for cutting down the weeds
and maintaining it.
No doubt about it, acquiring a ministry
house in our neighborhood has been a
time-consuming process. The tsunami

was a terrible thing, but in his mercy God
is using it to bring the gospel to those who
live on the coast of northern Japan. In a
way, I see the long process with the house
as being his mercy, too. Our God is not
limited by culture. He knows exactly how
to work in the hearts of our neighbors and
has prevented us from rushing in with
our typical American values of speed and
efficiency.
“…In his great mercy he has given us
new birth into a living hope…and into an
inheritance that can never perish, spoil, or
fade. This inheritance is kept in heaven
for you” (1 Peter 1:3-4). We believe these
words will one day come to resonate
with the people in our neighborhood who
have already experienced the spoiling
of their physical belongings. While we
anticipate the process taking time, we
have experience to remind us: God is
never too early and never too late.
Thank you for keeping the House of
Hope in your prayers.
Dean and Linda Bengtson are currently serving
with Lutheran Brethren International Mission in
Ishinomaki, Japan.

LBIM
Visit International Mission at: www.LBIM.org
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Schmidt Installed
Missionary Nathanael Szobody with Bagirmi men in Chad.

(L to R) Elder Ken Roed, Senior Elder Justin Thompson, Pastor Craig Schmidt,
Regional Pastor Gary Witkop, Congregation Chairman Paul Carlson.

On September 7, 2014, Craig Schmidt was installed
as the new lead pastor of Bethel Lutheran Brethren
Church in Antler, ND. Regional Pastor Gary Witkop
officiated.

Bethel–Battle Lake

Dr. Eugene Boe installed Pastor Kevin Foss as the campus pastor of Bethel–
Battle Lake.

On December 21, 2014, over 100 members of Bethel
LBC, Fergus Falls, MN were commissioned as
missionaries to the nearby Battle Lake community
and Pastor Kevin Foss was installed as pastor of the
Bethel–Battle Lake campus. The campus will begin
worship services on January 11, 2015.

Boudamasa… a name, but not just any name. This is the name of a
small town in Chad that will be the new home of LBIM missionaries
Nathanael and Carrie Szobody. Boudamasa is a town that is made up
primarily of Bagirmi people, an unreached Muslim people group in
Chad that LBIM is investing in for the sake of the gospel. For the last
year and a half, since they have been in Chad, the Szobodys have been
learning the language and culture of the Bagirmi people, in order to
effectively and relevantly share the gospel in a Bagirmi context. We
have been praying that God would lead them to a Bagirmi community
in which they could settle down and enter into this cross-cultural
ministry.
What goes into a decision like this? Many things: the missionary’s
sense of calling, the Holy Spirit’s affirmation, the blessing of church
and mission leadership, geographic proximity to other missionaries,
security issues, etc. One significant variable is the invitation and
welcome of the community itself. This is a biblical concept. As Jesus
sent out missionaries, he encouraged them to stay and invest in those
people and places that welcomed them in peace (see Luke 10:5-9).
As Nathanael Szobody was visiting Bagirmi communities in Chad,
he received a tremendous welcome and invitation from the Bagirmi
leadership of Boudamasa. The Bagirmi chief of the region has invited
him multiple times to come and settle his family in that community,
knowing full well that Nathanael is a follower of Jesus and is passionate
about sharing the Word of God.
The name “Boudamasa” in the Bagirmi language means “watering
hole by the Tamarind tree.” A Tamarind tree is known to thrive in dry
conditions, and often stands out as green relief in an otherwise barren
landscape. Pray with us that the Lord will cause his Word to go forth
among the Bagirmi of Boudamasa, and that Nathanael and Carrie
“will be like a tree planted by the water that sends out its roots by the
stream… and never fails to bear fruit” (Jeremiah 17:8).
Rev. Matthew Rogness serves the Church of the Lutheran Brethren as Director of
International Mission.
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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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I

was Joe Cool. With a newly minted provisional driver’s
license in my pocket, I drove my dad’s 1974 Chevy El
Camino around town—the envy, I assumed, of all my
friends. One fateful summer evening, Joe Cool cruised up the
driveway through the open garage door, and mistakenly hit the
accelerator instead of the brake pedal.
I never heard a dollar amount on the damage, but it included
the steel railing protecting a stairway to the basement at the
back of the garage, some concrete repair where the railing
came loose, and a six horsepower Mercury boat motor that had
been attached to the railing. I’ll never forget the sound of it
bouncing down the concrete steps—clunk, clunk, clunk.
The stress of waiting for my parents to come home was
unbearable. I was guilty. I had no defense. Joe Cool deserved
whatever punishment they would choose. But, to the best of
my recollection, the punishment never came. Instead, there
was mercy. I walked away from my debacle scot-free, but I
never forgot it.
According to God’s Word, “All have sinned and fall short
of the glory of God” (Romans 3:23) and “The one who sins is
the one who will die” (Ezekiel 18:4b). You and I are guilty. No
defense. Yet, because of Jesus Christ, and only in Jesus Christ,
we failed sinners may walk away from our own debacles—
scot-free. Heaven, not hell!
An ultimate happy ending, yes, but we’re not always
happy with our present circumstances. Maybe far from it.
Dan Venberg’s story [page 4] was disconcerting, yet a good
reminder of this truth. Why not a happier ending right then and
there? Why all the heartache in this life? Why don’t things turn
out the way we want? Is this punishment? Where is the mercy?
If we truly comprehend the law of God, the justice of God,
the meaning of sin, then we understand that anything less than
our instantaneous and total destruction is rich mercy from
God. Every person alive today lives and walks in God’s mercy
constantly, whether they realize it or not. And greater than that
for those who believe, we understand that “God, who is rich in
mercy, made us alive with Christ even when we were dead in
transgressions” (Ephesians 2:4b-5a).
If that is our experience, there is only one way for us to live:
“Be merciful, just as your Father is merciful” (Luke 6:36).
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