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“Building strong relationships in Christ, and making Him known to all.” 

 

Our congregation’s mission statement for the last several years aptly 

summarizes what God calls us to be about as the people of Immanuel 

Lutheran. The hardy Norwegian pioneers who established our church stood 

firm on their faith in Christ, gave generously to the church’s mission and 

walked with each other through challenging times. Strong, consistent leaders 

encouraged and challenged the congregation to care for one another and 

the needs of neighbors nearby and on the other side of the world. After 

outgrowing their first building, they built, expanded and maintained a 

magnificent structure for worship and Christian education. They sent 

missionaries and partnered with other ministries to spread the love of Christ. 

We stand on their shoulders and continue their mission to proclaim the good 

news of Immanuel, “God with us”. 

As Norwegian immigrants arrived in the area of Fairview (later 

renamed Story City, in honor of Chief Justice Joseph Story), they built 

houses of worship. The Norwegian Lutheran Church was founded in June of 

1857. It later was renamed St. Petri (Latin for “Saint Peter”). In 1898, the St. 

Petri congregation was divided over the issue of predestination and over 

what seminary from which to call their next pastor. When they reached an 

impasse, those who advocated for the evangelical position (that God elects 

people to salvation in view of the faith they will one day have) formed a new 

congregation, which they named Immanuel Norwegian Evangelical Lutheran 

Church. Though the decision was difficult, the two sides wished each other 

well in their final report:  

“When the situation is such that we who before belonged to the same 

congregation must now part, we will use this opportunity to say a 
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sincere and heartfelt farewell and thank you for all the good we have 

shared together in years past, and wish you God’s grace and 

blessing.” 

The community now had three Norwegian Lutheran congregations: 

Bethel, the “low-church”, mostly lay-led Hauge Synod congregation; St. Petri, 

which became the more “high-church”, liturgical and theologically liberal 

congregation; and between them, Immanuel, with conservative theology and 

a less formal worship style. From its beginning, our congregation has stood 

firm on the authority of God’s Word. The word “Evangelical” in the 

congregation’s full name reflects an emphasis on a personal response to 

follow Christ. 

The new congregation met for worship and organizational meetings at 

Bethel, which had graciously offered the use of their building. Within a year, 

the people of Immanuel built their own frame church. They quickly outgrew it, 

however, and in 1917 they dedicated an impressive new brick sanctuary. 

Three-fourths of the money was collected before construction began. The 

congregation’s giving was a testimony to their sacrificial generosity, even 

during the uncertainty of the First World War. Eighty members of Immanuel 

eventually served in that conflict, and two of them gave their lives. 

The Great War brought societal change even to heavily Norwegian 

Story City. European languages diminished in importance as immigrants 

sought to become more “American”. During WWI, Immanuel’s pastor had to 

get special permission from the State Legislature to continue teaching 

Confirmation in Norwegian because many of the children hadn’t yet learned 

English. The congregation gradually shifted to using English in worship. In 

1909, the Annual Meeting had given permission for the pastor to preach from 

10 to 12 sermons a year in English. By the time the new sanctuary was built, 



3 
 

Norwegian services were still held every other Sunday, but eventually all 

services were in English. Like the rest of the Story City, the congregation 

gradually became less Norwegian and more American. They dropped 

“Norwegian” from the official name of the church, but continued to hold on to 

some cultural traditions, like an annual fish dinner. This mirrored Story City 

as a whole, where the town’s annual celebration of Syttende Mai (May 17--

Norwegian Constitution Day) was eventually moved to a date in June and 

renamed Scandinavian Days. 

 Immanuel’s consistent leadership has given the congregation stability 

over the years. Our first long-term pastor, Thor Heimarck, served his entire 

ministry at Immanuel: 1901-1945, plus an additional seven months as interim 

pastor in 1947-1948. Other pastors who served longer than ten years have 

included Harold Masted (1957-1968), C.A. Gisselquist (1968-1979), Thomas 

Hunt (1988-1999) and Stephen Anenson (1983-present), who was the 

congregation’s first associate pastor. He later became co-pastor with Pastor 

Hunt and then Senior Pastor in 1999. We have also appreciated having long-

term church administrators, including Cathy Isebrand (1989-1998) and 

Sheila Schaefer (1999-2016). 

Over the years, Immanuel has raised up leaders for other churches 

and ministries as well. Pastor Samuel Carlson, who served from 1945-1947, 

went on to become the president of Augustana Academy in Canton, South 

Dakota. At least fifteen members have become pastors, chaplains or 

missionaries. Sandy Anenson (Pastor Anenson’s wife) has been the 

chaplain of Bethany Life Communities in Story City for over twenty years; 

Pastor Tom Hunt also assists there. Both of the Anensons’ sons have 

become pastors in the Des Moines area.  
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Strong evangelical preaching has always been a central focus of our 

congregation. As Paul wrote to Timothy, “Preach the word; be prepared in 

season and out of season; correct, rebuke and encourage—with great 

patience and careful instruction” (2 Timothy 4:2). Some people remember 

earlier pastors being loud and animated (even intimidating) in the pulpit, as 

was common in that era. Recent pastors have been characterized as more 

personable and compassionate, while still boldly proclaiming the gospel. 

Pastor Anenson remembers Pastor Orville Sanderson (1980-88) as having a 

gentle heart and regularly visiting people in their homes. “His sermons were 

filled with stories. People filled the social hall for his evening teaching series; 

he was a great teacher. He was also very detail-oriented, down to every 

word in the newsletter; he wanted it done right. He adjusted well to having 

me on board as Immanuel’s first associate pastor. I learned a lot from him.” 

Our congregation has also appreciated consistent leadership from their 

music staff, several of whom served for decades, including Susan Amensen 

and Emily Andersen, our current choir director and organist. Youth choirs 

draw crowds of adoring parents and grandparents when they sing in worship 

and for the Sunday School Christmas program. Soloists, instrumentalists, 

quartets and other singing groups regularly enhance our worship services. 

“Let everything that has breath praise the Lord!” (Psalm 150:6). The 

congregation sings a range of music from classic hymns to contemporary 

praise songs to old-time gospel and spirituals. Each weekend, our Senior 

Choir sings an anthem that connects to the theme. They alternate each year 

between performing a Christmas cantata and a Praise Dinner where they 

serve a catered meal in the beautifully decorated Social Hall and perform a 

concert afterward in the sanctuary. During Scandinavian Days, they have 
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often formed a Lawn Chair Brigade for the parade, delighting the crowds 

lining the streets.  

Food also plays an important role in our congregation’s life and 

mission. Before the Praise Dinners were started, Immanuel often hosted 

dinners for the community, usually for fundraising but also serving as 

fellowship events. Traditional lutefisk dinners were eventually replaced by 

cod and other foods as people’s tastes shifted. In 1958, they served 730 

people at the fish dinner! Potluck meals, church cookbooks, chili cook-offs 

and other similar events give people the opportunity to show love, hospitality 

and culinary artistry as they sample each other’s food and share good 

conversation. Confirmation and Trinity Bible class students have pizza 

together every Wednesday night before class; the conversations around the 

table help us “open the kid before we open the book”. The Church Council 

even shares a “lunch” at 8:00 between evening board meetings! Each year, 

our youth groups serve meals for the Annual Meeting and the Easter 

breakfast, giving the kids a chance to serve the congregation, show 

appreciation and raise funds for mission trips and other activities. People in 

the congregation volunteer to serve funeral luncheons and home delivered 

meals. With the other congregations in town, they also contribute toward and 

staff the local Loaves and Fishes food pantry. In recent years, the Sunday 

School and others in the congregation have also partnered with Meals from 

the Heartland to help fund and package meals for hungry people around the 

world. God has blessed us with abundant food and resources to share with 

people in need. “Anyone who has two shirts should share with the one who 

has none, and anyone who has food should do the same” (Luke 3:11). 

Our congregation also seeks to help people with their deeper hunger 

for meaning and relationships. Above everything else, people need a 
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relationship with God through Jesus Christ and relationships with other 

believers. Those relationships change hearts and change the world. From 

the 1970s into the 1990s, Immanuel and several other local congregations 

held evangelism meetings together. They brought in evangelical speakers 

and singing groups from the Lutheran Evangelism Movement. One of our 

older members recalled, “At one of those meetings, I couldn’t wait until the 

altar call at the end; I personally asked Jesus to come into my life, and I’ve 

never been the same.” Around the same time, members from the 

congregation began visiting every new family that moved into town. That 

visitation program continued for over fifteen years, and introduced many new 

people in Story City to Immanuel. 

Besides personal invitation, something else that has traditionally drawn 

people to our congregation is our strong emphasis on Christian education. 

For many of the early years, all the Sunday School classes met in the 

fellowship hall under the sanctuary, divided only by curtains. In 1962, the 

congregation added an education wing that helped enable expanded 

ministry by providing other spaces for Sunday School and adult classes, 

offices, youth rooms, a chapel and a library. Years later, the library doubled 

in size to make room for the growing collection of books, videos and other 

resources.  

Immanuel’s adult classes help build relationships between people, 

deepen their knowledge of Scripture and equip them to grow in faith. At least 

one or two different options are usually offered on Sunday mornings, in 

addition to small groups that meet during the week. Pastors and lay leaders 

use video, multi-media and printed curriculum to guide conversations on 

various topics like the Bible, financial management and parenting. 
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Sometimes studies parallel a sermon series so people can dig deeper into 

the highlighted Scripture and themes.  

Our Sunday School draws a sizable number of kids from 3-year olds to 

high school age. The younger kids sing songs together which they then 

share in worship. Crafts, drama, video, story time and even carpentry 

reinforce the central Bible stories the kids are learning. “Start children off on 

the way they should go, and even when they are old they will not turn from it” 

(Proverbs 22:6). A series of Faith Stepping Stones are also offered for 

parents and kids from birth to graduation from high school to equip parents 

for their role as the primary faith teachers for their children. 

On Wednesday nights, 8th and 9th graders meet with the pastors and 

other adults for Confirmation class, where they dig deeper into the Bible and 

Martin Luther’s Small Catechism. In early years, rote memorization was the 

main emphasis; youth anxiously prepared for the day they would be quizzed 

in front of the entire congregation. Today Confirmation is viewed more as 

one in a continuing series of stepping stones in a young person’s growth in 

faith. On Confirmation Sunday, each Confirmand reads a personal statement 

of faith they have written. For thirty years now, 6th and 7th graders have also 

met on Wednesday nights for Trinity class, which provides an overview of 

important Bible stories and themes. The class helps build friendships and lay 

a solid foundation before youth enter Confirmation. 

Besides Sunday mornings and Wednesday evenings during the school 

year, summertime has also been an opportunity for helping kids grow in 

faith. “In the early years Parochial School was held six days a week from 

8:00 a.m.-noon for 6 weeks in the summer,” our centennial history notes. 

Eventually it was scaled back to a week of Vacation Bible School each 

summer (from morning to midafternoon) for kids from our congregation as 
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well as the rest of the community. Our Sunday School has enjoyed excellent 

leadership over the years with devoted teachers, superintendents and other 

volunteers and staff.  

Beginning in 1988, the congregation had full-time youth directors for 

over 20 years, reflecting a commitment to consistent youth ministry. Some 

youth directors were part of the Tentmakers ministry; others have been 

connected with Riverside Bible Camp two miles up the road. Each of them 

stayed far longer than the average short-term youth worker, most notably 

Shane Potratz, who served for eleven years as youth director and then 

young adults coordinator. During a time of staff transition from 2008 to 2012, 

part-time Youth Ministry Team members (YMTs) were shared with Riverside. 

In 2013, a full-time Youth and Education Ministry Coordinator position was 

restored. Zachary Bauknecht (who grew up in Indianapolis) is our YEMC. 

Riverside Bible Camp has been a vital partner in ministry over the 

years. Pastor A.J. Bringle started the camp in 1943. Generations of campers 

from Immanuel and hundreds of other churches have grown deeper in their 

relationships with Christ at Riverside. Although the camp fell on hard times in 

the early ‘90s and nearly closed, it found new life when Dave and Jan 

McDermott began their ministry there in 1997. Since then, Riverside has 

thrived and grown into a year-round ministry center. Their mission statement 

(To know Jesus Christ and to make Christ known to all) is quite similar to 

Immanuel’s. 

Throughout the years, we have consistently supported Riverside’s 

ministry. Members of Immanuel attend summer camp (a requirement of our 

Confirmation students), retreats and other events, serve on staff and 

volunteer in a variety of ways at Riverside. The congregation provides 

scholarships to encourage kids to attend camp and help make it possible for 
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those who can’t afford it. For several summers now, Riverside counselors 

have provided leadership for our combined Vacation Bible School (Day 

Camp) with St. Petri. Riverside’s ministry changes lives—campers and staff 

grow deeper in faith and in friendships. Many Riverside staff have gone on 

into full-time ministry, including Chris Dahl, who did his seminary internship 

at Immanuel and is now the Program Director at Riverside. An unusually 

high number of marriages have grown out of friendships that began at 

Riverside! 

Daily chapel, quiet time with God and intentional discipling are key 

parts of Riverside’s ministry. Campers can ride horses, swim in the pool and 

do team-building exercises on a ropes course. Another highlight of each 

week of summer camp is the Thursday night mime, where the entire story of 

the Bible is acted out by camp counselors accompanied by a medley of 

contemporary Christian songs. The reach of Riverside’s drama ministry was 

greatly extended by AWAKEN, a group of Riverside staff and other college 

students coordinated by Jonathan Anenson (one of Pastor Stephen and 

Sandy Anenson’s sons) from 2005 to 2012. They adapted the mime and 

performed it for dozens of congregations, youth events and other gatherings 

in the Midwest. For several years, our congregation’s high school youth 

group also performed their own version of Riverside’s mime for our Easter 

Sunrise service. 

The congregation has found many other creative ways to share the 

gospel over the years, even through the church’s architecture. Large stained 

glass windows in the sanctuary depict Jesus praying in the Garden of 

Gethsemane and risen from the tomb. A smaller one in the sacristy shows 

him as the Good Shepherd carrying a lamb and leading other sheep. Other 

windows highlight Martin Luther’s seal, the Bible, the victorious Lamb, 
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Baptism and Holy Communion, among other biblical images. Grapevines 

with heart-shaped leaves weave their way around the chancel arch. The 

centerpiece of the altar is a sculpture of Michelangelo’s Last Supper, which 

members of the Senior Choir have reenacted during Lent. Dave Amensen 

has fashioned a moveable Communion table, a lectern and an audio/visual 

desk for the sanctuary, as well as a welcome table for the narthex that all 

match the surrounding architecture. Engraved in the arch above the front 

doors are the words “Gloria in Excelsis” (Latin for “glory in the highest”), 

which the angels sang at Christ’s birth. In the 1993 narthex addition, a 

circular stained glass window shows Jesus holding a lamb, surrounded by 

children. Down the hall in the nursery, handpainted script recalls Jesus’ 

words: “Let the children come to me…” Judy McIlrath and other volunteers 

regularly adorn the church with gorgeous seasonal decorations. For the 

congregation’s 115th anniversary, we constructed a long timeline that 

highlighted important events and people in the congregation, Story City and 

world history. 

Just as Martin Luther used the newly-invented printing press to spread 

God’s Word and help parents teach faith to their children, Immanuel has 

always used current technology to instruct and inspire. Sunday School 

classes have moved from flannelgraphs and filmstrips to DVDs and wireless 

internet. One of our members, Lisa McIlrath, uses her design prowess to 

help us communicate with graphics, including our new stained-glass-inspired 

logo. Video projection in the sanctuary has evolved from black and white 

16mm films to PowerPoint lyrics, photos and video illustrations. Our 

congregation has broadcast our worship services on local radio since the 

1950s. Now messages are also available online as podcasts and on the 

newly updated church website (www.immanuelstorycity.org).  

http://www.immanuelstorycity.org/
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For many people today, the website serves as the church’s “front door” and 

communication hub. It helps us share the story of what God is doing in and 

through our congregation. Social media options connect members to one 

another and the church’s mission partners around the world. 

Immanuel has a rich history of supporting local missionaries who have 

carried the gospel to many countries. In 1946, the congregation received a 

large gift from the Charlie Charlson estate designated for foreign missions. 

Much of it was used to support missions in China. In following years, the 

congregation began sponsoring a number of short-term and long-term 

missionaries. For 30 years, Annetta Dale served with the World Mission 

Prayer League (WMPL) as an anesthetist at a hospital in Tank, Pakistan. 

Martha Gisselquist (Pastor Gisselquist’s daughter) served as an RN at a 

hospital in Madagascar in the 1970s. During the 1990s, Scott and Andrea 

Stimson (Pastor Masted’s daughter) worked in Canada with Navigators. 

Tammy Hemphill and Cherie Torgerson (one of our first youth directors) 

worked with Campus Crusade for Christ. Tim and Paula Tjernagel have 

served as church planters in Spain with World Team since 1998. Doug and 

Amy Nunziato worked with them for several years, and now have moved to 

Seattle to serve with Mission Aviation Training Academy. Tim and Lisa 

Ruohoniemi recently returned from several years in Nepal with WMPL. We 

also support a couple working with WMPL in prominent education positions 

in India. Andy and Monica Coyle served at a Bible training school in the 

Ukraine with Eastern European Mission Network (EEMN). Jeff and Mim 

Nellermoe serve the Chinese rural poor with China Service Ventures. Here in 

the United States, Gene and Ginger McClugage serve in Arkansas with 

FamilyLife, a subsidiary of Campus Crusade that focuses on building strong 

marriages and families through retreats and other resources. Our 
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missionaries keep us up to date on what God is doing in their lives and 

ministries through regular emails, newsletters, blogs, and in person when 

they are visiting our area.  

The people of Immanuel not only send missionaries; they also go 

themselves. Every other summer, our high school youth go on a mission trip 

which bonds them together and gives them new perspective and passion for 

helping people in need. The past few summers, several young people from 

our congregation and the Evangelical Free church have helped the 

Tjernagels put on a basketball camp outreach in Spain. Since 1988, Roger 

Oakland and Dave Blackmer (World Concern) have led over 30 mission trips 

to several countries, particularly Haiti. Partnering with World Concern, Roger 

began a ministry called Tractors For Haiti, which built and sold at cost small 

tractors suited to Haitian agriculture. Dozens of people including several 

pastors from Immanuel and other churches in our community went on those 

mission trips. They came back with a sense of shared purpose and 

cooperation. “It changed our church, and it changed our community,” Roger 

asserts. Another member says, “Having the privilege of being a part of the 

group that went to Haiti on a mission trip was life changing for me. I always 

took so much for granted in my everyday life and then I fully realized that I 

had been completely blessed being raised in Iowa.” Just as God blessed 

Abraham, God blesses us so we can be a blessing to the world. Recently, 

our YEMC Zachary Bauknecht has gone on mission trips to the Czech 

Republic with others from our congregation and others in our community. 

Our congregation has always given priority to churchwide and local 

mission support, even in the midst of building and renovation projects. When 

Bethany Manor was expanding in the 1960s, Immanuel took out a mortgage 

on their educational unit to help fund the construction. Modeling generosity 
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as a congregation encourages our members and others to be generous as 

well. When Immanuel celebrated its 100th anniversary, leaders held cottage 

meetings to cast a vision for a major campaign. A substantial figure was 

raised for improvements and for the Ministry Fund, which the congregation 

used for training and resource materials. In 2013, the church’s electrical 

system was overhauled and wireless internet installed throughout the 

building; nearly all of the money was raised before the project was complete. 

An Endowment Fund has also been created; the interest generated each 

year gives the Church Council some additional resources for improvements 

and mission work. 

Immanuel has a deep connection with Bethany Life Communities 

(BLC) in Story City. Originally known as the Story City Old People’s Home, 

the nursing facility was opened in 1914. In 1921, the home’s ownership was 

transferred to the Norwegian Evangelical Lutheran Church denomination. A 

chapel was added in 1930. In 1963, several area Lutheran congregations 

formed a corporation under the name Bethany Manor, Inc. Among many 

other additions and renovations, a new chapel was built in 1990. Bethany 

Life now includes a long-term care facility with rehabilitation and memory 

care units (The Households of Bethany), an affordable senior apartment 

building (Cedar Place) and both assisted and independent living apartments 

and homes (Timberland Village). They also provide in-home care and 

education. Volunteers from Immanuel and other local churches operate 

Affordables, a thrift store in town whose proceeds benefit Bethany’s ministry. 

Bethany Life’s mission is “to help elders thrive in their life journey, living in a 

Christian environment of hope and compassion.” They are a major employer 

in Story City, second only to the school system. Many people in our 



14 
 

congregation and other local churches work and volunteer at Bethany Life, 

including Chaplain Sandy Anenson. 

In 1946 and 1951, the long-separated congregations of Immanuel and 

St. Petri nearly joined again. St. Petri’s original building was nearing the end 

of its lifespan. Perhaps buoyed by new leadership, a rising tide of 

ecumenism among Lutherans and post-WWII elation and optimism, the 

churches took votes to reunite. The process stalled in 1946, but in 1951 

(when St. Petri was between pastors), they moved toward merging into a 

new congregation to be called Christ Lutheran. At the joint meeting, a 2/3rds 

majority was needed to accept the new church constitution. It fell short by 

three votes. At a congregational meeting a week later, a second vote fell 

short by two ballots. Looking back, our 100th anniversary directory reflects: 

“This is history. Certainly many were disappointed. In the retrospect of time 

we can see that God can work in and through various forms. Though merger 

failed, each of the congregations continued to forge ahead. The old divisions 

were lost in the enlarged ministry of a growing community.” Perhaps it was 

no surprise that shortly after each disappointing outcome, Immanuel went 

through a shift in pastors. But within a few years, with new pastoral 

leadership in place, St. Petri went on to build a new brick church; Immanuel 

built a new parsonage and then added the education wing.  

The Story City community continued to grow and change as well. 

Interstate 35 reached the town in 1968, connecting us to a pipeline of 

highway traffic from Des Moines and Ames and eventually to Minneapolis, 

San Antonio and the rest of the nation. As younger families moved into the 

community, the congregation shifted from being mostly retirement age to a 

more balanced, inter-generational family.  
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In 1969, Story City schools were consolidated with the nearby city of 

Roland, forming the Roland-Story school district. The elementary and high 

schools are located in Story City; the middle school is in Roland. The school 

administration has an excellent relationship with the local pastors; the 

superintendent and principals meet with the Roland-Story Ministerial 

Association each fall to update them on what is happening in the schools. 

Unlike many other school systems today, they have a policy not to schedule 

events on Sunday mornings and Wednesday evenings so students and 

families can attend church events. 

In the 1970s, ministry at Immanuel was expanding greatly. Both Pastor 

Gisselquist and his wife put in long hours at the church each week. She 

served as Sunday School superintendent and helped run the women’s 

ministry. But Pastor Gisselquist developed cancer and died while he was still 

serving, leaving behind a grieving wife and congregation. 

As more women began working outside the home, the congregation’s 

traditionally strong women’s ministry gradually shifted. Originally, the Ladies’ 

Aid Society served dinners and held bazaars to raise money for missions 

and other needs of the church, including the stained glass window above the 

altar. Eventually, the formally organized circles, committees and Evening 

Guild disbanded; churchwide women’s meetings headed by elected officers 

gave way to smaller groups and Bible studies. Quilters changed from making 

elaborate quilts for auctions to making simpler pieced quilts for Lutheran 

World Relief. Although formal meetings have ceased, the Immanuel women 

continue to serve the congregation and community in a variety of roles. 

Other ministries in the congregation shifted as well. Pastor Anenson 

came on board as the first associate pastor, with an emphasis on youth and 

young families. When Pastor Hunt started serving as co-pastor in 1988, he 
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brought a great emphasis and passion for small group ministry. That was 

also the year the congregation began a second worship service and hired its 

first full-time youth director. A variety of small groups and discipleship 

opportunities were started, including Suppers for Six, the Young Couples’ 

Club, Men of Immanuel and “Families at the River”, which brought young 

families together at Riverside for fun activities. 

The congregation’s growing heart for caring for one another led to the 

beginning of Stephen Ministry at Immanuel in 2004. Pastor Anenson, Pastor 

John Englestad (2001-2008) and several others became Stephen Leaders. 

They trained twenty Stephen Ministers to walk with hurting people through 

difficult seasons like loneliness, divorce, the loss of a loved one or a job. 

Their motto is “Christ caring for people through people.” Pastor Englestad’s 

wife also helped found an intercessory prayer ministry at Immanuel. Later 

on, the Alpha Course and then CORE (which was authored by Jonathan 

Anenson) helped people grow closer to one another and to Christ. The 

congregation tended to each other’s needs as a family through difficult 

changes. 

 Over the years, Immanuel’s national church also changed. As old 

distinctions between immigrant groups waned and the ecumenical 

movement grew, smaller Lutheran synods joined into larger denominations. 

By 1917, several of them had merged into the Evangelical Lutheran Church 

(ELC). All three Story City Lutheran congregations were then part of the 

same denomination, which later joined the American Lutheran Church 

(ALC). In 1988, three major synods merged to form the Evangelical Lutheran 

Church in America (ELCA), the biggest Lutheran denomination in the US. 

However, that large umbrella started to strain at the seams as differences in 

theology and approach to ministry became more pronounced. In the wake of 
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disagreements over interpretations of Scripture, national church structure 

and social issues, many congregations left the ELCA to form new groups, 

most notably LCMC (Lutheran Congregations in Mission for Christ, formed in 

2001) and the NALC (North American Lutheran Church, formed in 2010). 

Both LCMC and the NALC hold to a conservative approach to Scripture and 

the Lutheran Confessions, but differ in structure. NALC congregations tend 

to have more formal liturgy and have a traditional national church structure 

with a bishop. LCMC congregations tend to be more informal in worship style 

and have a leaner, more congregationally-driven national leadership 

structure. 

 Along with many other congregations in Iowa, Immanuel went through 

a long process of discerning whether we wanted to remain part of the ELCA. 

During that time, the congregation went for three years without a second full-

time pastor, relying on the assistance of young adults coordinator Shane 

Potratz, part-time Youth Ministry Team members (YMTs) from Riverside, 

intern Chris Dahl, and visitation pastor Glenn Kappelmann. Solid, united 

leadership helped the congregation work through the difficult decision as a 

family. In 2010, the congregation finally took a vote to leave the ELCA and 

join LCMC, which passed with over 80% agreement. Before long, both 

Bethel Lutheran and Salem in Roland switched to LCMC as well. St. Petri 

and Bergen in Roland remain in the ELCA. Despite their differences, the 

congregations still partner together in local ministry efforts, and the 

ministerial association displays a great sense of unity. Some Immanuel 

members who were disappointed in the decision to leave the ELCA found 

other church homes; others joined the congregation because of the decision. 

Many felt it “lifted a great burden off the congregation”. The discernment 
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process helped the congregation develop a stronger sense of identity. “We 

had to define who and what we are as a church,” one member noted.  

One result of joining LCMC has been increased ownership of mission 

support by the congregation. Rather than sending large amounts of 

benevolence to the national church body, LCMC encourages congregations 

to send the majority of their giving directly to ministries they want as partners 

in mission. “It made us think and decide for ourselves who and what to 

support with mission money,” one member noted. The congregation is 

exploring new partnerships and ministry opportunities in addition to those we 

already support.  

After Tractors for Haiti completed its projects, the congregation has 

continued partnering with Christon Domond and Haiti Opportunities to 

provide micro-lending agricultural projects and job training for Haitian 

churches and youth. Besides missionary support, quilts and funds for 

Lutheran World Relief, Immanuel also partners with Compassion 

International, Lutheran Disaster Response and Mobility Worldwide (formerly 

PET—Personal Energy Transport) to help people in need around the world. 

Within the US, new and long-term mission partners include Lutheran 

Services in Iowa (adoption, foster care, assistance for refugees and people 

with disabilities), Meals From the Heartland, and Good Neighbor in Ames 

(rent, food and utility assistance, advocacy).  

Many in the congregation feel we need to reach out more to our local 

neighbors. “We have done a good job on our foreign mission outreach, but I 

see the church needing to be stronger in our local mission outreach,” one 

member asserted. “People need to see and feel the mission work. This is 

where the church should be the strongest, reaching out here at home on a 

local people-to-people mission.” Another added, “It’s much easier to drop 
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money in the offering plate for missions than physically getting involved with 

the poor, needy, and troubled people. Since Story City and the surrounding 

areas seem to have a lot of people that need help, perhaps more money and 

effort should be given to those in our immediate community.” Besides the 

local Loaves and Fishes food pantry, another way we already assist people 

in Story City is through a short-term assistance fund for those who have 

exhausted other sources of help. “When our family went through a financial 

crisis, Immanuel helped us out,” one recipient said. “We knew Immanuel 

cared about us. We will be forever grateful.”  

 In 1975, Immanuel took in two Laotian refugee families who fled during 

the Vietnam Conflict. Though most of the family members have since moved 

to other places, Em Quang is still part of the Immanuel family. Perhaps it’s 

no surprise that they felt welcomed by a congregation founded by 

immigrants. As God told the Israelites, “The foreigner residing among you 

must be treated as your native-born. Love them as yourself, for you were 

foreigners in Egypt. I am the LORD your God.” (Leviticus 19:34). Just down 

the road from us are thousands of international students attending Iowa 

State University. Our congregation partners with Randy Hansen with 

International Students, Inc. to help reach and disciple students from around 

the world to take the gospel home with them. The world needs more devoted 

followers of Jesus showing love to their neighbors. 

The people of Immanuel are deeply woven into the community. They 

work in many fields: agriculture, education, finance, medicine, elder care. 

Some own businesses and farms. Others serve as emergency personnel, 

law enforcement, local and state government. They generously share their 

resources and volunteer their time in service clubs, recreation and theatre. 
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More and more, they are recognizing these responsibilities and roles as part 

of their calling from God to be a light to the world (Matthew 5:14-15). 

Pastor Kurt Jensen and his family arrived in 2011. Pastor Anenson 

retired in 2016 after 34 years of ministry with Immanuel. Pastor Jensen is 

currently the congregation’s solo pastor, assisted by Tom Hunt, who is 

serving as a part-time visitation pastor. Immanuel’s Transition Team is 

helping discern God’s specific mission for our congregation and our next 

steps. The people of the congregation seem to sense that God is opening 

new doors and calling them to make a difference in the world. 

Immanuel shows a great commitment to invest in and nurture future 

generations (Deuteronomy 6:4-9). As many congregations are finding today, 

it can be a struggle to keep youth and young families involved when they are 

so busy with sports and other activities. Parents need equipping and allies 

for their role as their children’s primary faith teachers. Youth ministry needs 

to be the responsibility of the entire congregation, not just a few staff 

members and volunteers. We want our youth to be doing ministry so they 

see themselves as an important part of the body of Christ.  

As Paul says in 1 Corinthians 12, “There are different kinds of gifts, but 

the same Spirit distributes them. There are different kinds of service, but the 

same Lord. There are different kinds of working, but in all of them and in 

everyone it is the same God at work. Now to each one the manifestation of 

the Spirit is given for the common good.” God entrusts each person with gifts 

that are to be used to help others, to bring more healing, light and peace into 

the world. All of us need to see ourselves as missionaries to the people 

around us. 

Throughout our 115th anniversary year, the congregation reflected on 

the story of our mission. Interestingly, our mission statement that we adopted 
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in 2005, Building strong relationships in Christ… has sometimes been 

printed as Building strong relationships with Christ… Both are needed if we 

are to make Him known to all—a strong personal and communal relationship 

with Christ and strong relationships in Christ with each other and our 

neighbors next door and across the world. The heart of our mission is God’s 

love: “We love because He first loved us” (1 John 4:19). 

Jesus said that all the Law and the Prophets hang on two 

commandments: “‘Love the Lord your God with all your heart and with all 

your soul and with all your mind’ and ‘Love your neighbor as yourself’” 

(Matthew 22:27-28). He told his followers: “All authority in heaven and on 

earth has been given to me. Therefore go and make disciples of all nations, 

baptizing them in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy 

Spirit, and teaching them to obey everything I have commanded you. And 

surely I am with you always, to the very end of the age” (Matthew 28:18-20). 

He also taught us to pray that God’s kingdom would come and God’s will 

would be done on earth as in heaven. Martin Luther says in his Small 

Catechism, “God’s kingdom comes without our prayer, but we ask in this 

prayer that it would also come to us… God’s kingdom comes when our 

heavenly Father gives us His Holy Spirit, so that by His grace we believe His 

holy Word and lead a godly life now and hereafter in eternity.” Living a godly 

life means being the presence of Christ to the world, bringing forgiveness, 

love and new creation. As N.T. Wright puts it in Surprised by Hope, the Bible 

“is designed not only to tell us about that work of new creation…but also to 

foster that work of new creation in the churches, groups, and individuals who 

read it, who define themselves in terms of the Jesus they meet in it, who 

allow it to shape their lives.”  
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So how will we live out our calling given us by our name: Immanuel, 

“God with us”? How will we continue to build strong relationships in Christ 

and make Him known to all? Those questions inspire and shape our mission. 

As one member asserts, “Building strong relationships in Christ requires time 

spent developing a personal relationship with Christ as well as a communal 

relationship with the body. Small groups that are learning based or service 

based are vital. They provide the constancy, caring and connectedness 

needed in relationships. They provide a strong core from which to reach out 

to others.” As we build strong relationships in and with Christ, we may find 

ourselves doing all kinds of things: 

 discerning and using our spiritual gifts and resources to make a 

difference in the world 

 reinvigorating our Stephen Ministry and re-devoting ourselves to caring 

for hurting people 

 equipping parents and youth to help their families grow in faith  

 providing excellent spaces and resources for worship, prayer and Bible 

study so people can grow deeper together in Christ 

 showing the love of Jesus to our neighbors near and far 

 living as missionaries in our community, workplaces and world 

 inviting others to join us on our journey of faith 

 exploring and pushing further forward the subplot we are writing 

together in the great story of God redeeming the world 

We believe God has a wonderful future for our congregation, community and all 

creation. Standing on the shoulders of those who have come before us, we lean 

into the future together, asking our Lord to help us live out our name and 

calling: Immanuel. Come, Lord Jesus! 


