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As the church council met to learn the results of the missional discovery surveys last year

We felt that the words of the congregation had two major themes:  First, we want to be together, as a family, in Christ.  Second, we are a congregation with a history of reaching out, of taking risks, as a collective family, to share the love of Christ, and these actions bring us together.  

You have had the opportunity to read the synopsis in the annual report, I am going to talk about 4 points and high light some things which are happening in our congregation which we, as a council, feel are emerging as a result of the congregation looking at itself introspectively.
1) We are a family in Christ.  As a family we have needs that must be recognized and cared for in the love of Christ.  As a family we reach out to others to share the love of Christ.  As we participate in these two actions, caring inward and caring outward, we grow together.

2) As a family we are looking for our next adventure together. 

The statements we read from the congregation lead the council to believe that we are united in our call to serve God, but we are splintered in our identity as a family.  

3)  We are a family in transition.  How do we recognize and celebrate the past and the future?
All families transition.  When a young couple gets married there are three new families…the families each grew up in have changed, and there is a new family.  As children are born, there is a transition in the family, as children grow there is transition, as family members die, there is transition.  

A church family is not different from that.  We are different each week, each year. First Lutheran is not the same congregational family it was when Maytag was in town, it is not the same family it was in 1868 when it was first born.  We have celebrated our beginnings, we need to celebrate our moving on.  We need to recognize what we treasure from the past.  When we made renovations to the building our motto was “preserving what we cherish, providing what we need”.  That thought has not changed, but it is now not the building which is changing.
Every member of our church family has experienced loss in the past several years.  Some of us have lost our usual employment, our sense of belonging we called our job.  This also meant a loss of income.  Others have lost the comfort of their familiar church service and fear that the losses will continue.  We have lost members of the church family, through job transfers, and death.  This theme of loss was universal in the survey; the need for recognition of our losses is impacting on our collective feeling of family.  Many do not feel that their personal loss has been validated by the church family.  We are still hurting.  The question before us is: how to heal the hurt? 

4) We are longing for a project to bring us together, and focus our attention toward people in need outside the congregation.

Sending our mission team to Mwanza last year did fit this need to focus our attention, but we cannot let that be the end.
As we studied and prayed and discussed everything the congregation had said we felt two statements:
The Church of Jesus Christ has a mission

The Mission of Jesus Christ has a Church

We believe the congregation affirmed the second statement. The next step is up to all of us.

As a congregation we were invited to gather three weeks ago to think about the future of First Lutheran.  About 30 of us met that Sunday afternoon to discuss what we love about our church.  What this group discovered was, we love the interaction between the generations, we love our time of fellowship, such as last summer’s corn boil, we loved coming together to send the team to Tanzania and hearing about it when they came home, and we love our worship time.  It seemed to me to be an echo of what had been said in the missional discovery survey.
So, did we decide anything?  Yes, and no.  First, we did decide that now and then, we need to worship together as a whole family, and combine the traditions of both services.  Just like when a family gets together for the first time after a new son or daughter in law joins the family, the family meal is a composite, and does not feel exactly right.  We are planning to have a combined worship service whenever there is a  5th Sunday of the month.  Our first one will be March 29.  We are asking anyone who would like to suggest what should be included in that service to join us for planning sessions on either Sunday, March 1st after the 8:30 service, or at 6:15 P.M. on Wednesday, March 4th.  And please please please, join the rest of the family for worship on that day, and enjoy the eclectic mix of music and literagy.
Second, we thought that we should search for ways to keep our church family working together for a common outreach. But we did not decide on what that would look like.

Third, we agreed that we should all take fellowship opportunities more seriously, and take part.  That includes fellowship between services and not only encouraging members to come, but recognizing that all members, young and old, must be supported in whatever they do to participate in that fellowship time, whether by coming or providing the food which we share.  It is not how fellowship time happens, but that it happens which is important.  And we should not neglect the opportunity to attend the 4 fellowship meals and to invite our neighbors and co-workers to come with us.  Remember on February 24 we will be preparing for lent with a pancake supper.
In January of this year a small group of Lutherans from Jasper County began meeting together to explore our Lutheran presence in Jasper County.  This group includes one or two members from each Lutheran congregation, First, Holy Trinity, St. Paul’s and St. Andrew’s,  along with the pastors from each congregation. The group has discussed a variety of ways to share with each other and with the residents of Jasper County.   Jesus tells us “the poor will always be with you”, and during these economic hard times we know that many more of our Jasper County neighbors are struggling than before.  We have wondered how we could reach out to those in need in our own communities.  Although the possibilities seem endless we have explored two ways to help our neighbors as a way to start.

All the schools in Jasper County, Newton, Sully and Monroe, were contacted to ask if there are any needs we could assist with, without knowing the names of those who need assistance.  The school offices keep a variety of supplies on hand for emergencies, these supplies are donated by the school staff, they are not part of the school budget, and we would like to start helping the schools keep these supplies well stocked.  There is a need for tooth brushes and tooth paste.  The schools have an active dental campaign, and there are children who do not brush their teeth at home for lack of supplies and encouragement.  The schools keep supplies for them and teach them to brush their teeth at school.  And there is always a need for underwear and socks, in small sizes, and sweat pants and sweat shirts for emergencies when a child’s clothing becomes wet from playing outside in the snow, a milk spill, or other accident.  And finally belts for small children, many of whom may be wearing hand me downs which are too big and need staying in place.

Second, there are several quilting groups around the county which make quilts for Jasper County residents, as well as others around the nation and the globe.  These groups need material.
Our congregations have been challenged to work together to collect these items at our own churches on Sunday mornings.   Tooth brushes, tooth paste, small (for ages 5-10) new underwear and socks for both boys and girls, and new sweat pants and sweat shirts for the same ages.  And for quilts we challenge you to search your home for sources of large pieces of cotton fabric.  This may be a forgotten piece bought to make something years ago, or some article of clothing which you no longer wear which can be taken apart and used to become a quilt, dresses and shirts are examples.

As with every outreach there is work to do at all levels; identifying the need, beginning the effort to serve the need, and delivering the service to those who can benefit.   If either of these projects is something you would like to devote more time to please contact Melissa Strand and she will help you get more involved.  We do hope that our Lutheran congregations will rise to support these ongoing needs.

As was stated earlier, the goal with this small group is to bring our congregations together to serve our county in a united way.  They will continue to meet together to discuss ways our congregations can do that collectively and in the process get to know each other on a personal basis.  The Church is not only about serving those outside its walls, but also those who consider themselves members.  We hope that we can come to call ourselves united as Lutherans even though we call ourselves “First” “Holy Trinity” “St Paul’s” and “St. Andrew’s”.

The church council would like to hear your reaction to these thoughts.  

