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Keeping the Main Thing the Main Thing 
 

David O. Berger 
 
The Stimulus (Abstract): The LMM survey on demographic projections of 

potential LCMS membership losses and the future of mission in the LCMS prompted 
this writer to offer some observations on one congregation’s approach to mission and 
outreach in a time of declining numbers. 

 
The Wallpaper of Our Culture 

In our Western milieu, incessant marketing and entertainment serve as the very 
wallpaper of our culture.  It surrounds us, and we ignore the effects and implications 
to our peril. People are confronted by constant change and promotion of new things, 
epitomized by electronic gadgetry, much of which is focused on perpetual 
entertainment. The advent of the iPhone and its clones—new manifestations 
appearing almost annually—is paradigmatic. The newest is the best, and before one 
learns to use it, something better—with more bells and whistles—comes along. 

In this context, succumbing to the 
Zeitgeist is all but inevitable. The assumption 
is easily made that surely the Divine Service—
“worship practice”—can’t help but benefit 
from “enhancements” and “diversity”—nouns 
that, like the adjectives “new” and 
“contemporary,” even “relevant,” often 
suggest an agenda rather than convey a definite 
meaning. What is just as easily overlooked is 
that “as we pray (or worship), so do we 
believe” and that nothing must blur the focus 
on God’s gifts to us—His Word and 
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Sacrament—by, for example, shining the spotlight on our actions or substituting 
another purpose for the Divine Service. 

 
Release the Word to Do Its Work   

The good news is that there is no need to “enhance” or make “more relevant” 
the liturgical life of Lutheran congregations. The Lutheran Service Book provides 
five Divine Services and five Daily Offices. Based as they are in the Word of God 
and a long history in His Church, they have much to offer to people, both inside and 
outside the Church. 

In support of the “good news,” this writer has at least his own experience to 
offer: life in a vibrant, thoroughly twenty-first-century Lutheran congregation. His 
observations are, to be sure, anecdotal and based on a narrow sample. That said, he 
has never been in a congregation as active and alive as his present one, at least since 
his childhood in the mid-twentieth-century heyday of the Missouri Synod—an era 
when one knew what to expect at a Sunday service, when pews were filled, when 
many members lived within walking distance of their church, when The Lutheran 
Hour was heard by millions, when “This is the Life” had a strong following on 
television, and, of critical importance, when an elementary school was a common 
structure next to the church building. 

First, it should be said that the writer’s present congregation is located in a 
wealthy suburban area and at one time had a reputation of exclusivity, that is, a 
country club church, something it still struggles with today. Oldsters even tell the 
story of intent to limit the membership. It was nearly taken out of the Synod by its 
pastor and some leaders during the time of the “great trouble” in the 1970s. More 
recently, a different pastor ran into difficulties while standing firm for scriptural 
conduct against cultural pressures. Although more than a few members left, a 
significant remnant “kept the faith” and remained. Yet, for a time, it was considered 
a “troubled” congregation. Several years later, the faithful pastor resigned for health 
reasons, and the congregation again had opportunity prayerfully to examine its 
strengths, weaknesses, and needs. 

The congregation called a young pastor, 
who is scripturally and liturgically oriented, 
personable, a strong family man, and a very 
effective teacher, in fact a prime example of 
the importance of the biblical languages in 
pastoral education. During his ministry over 
the past decade, the congregation has nearly 
doubled in size, including many young 
families with children so that, for a duffer like 
the writer, too many children to count populate 
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the pews and their parents’ arms at Sunday services. Infant Baptisms are frequent, 
and baptized membership has more than doubled in the decade.  

About half of the service attendees also attend Sunday morning Bible classes, a 
phenomenon outside of the writer’s past experience. Overcrowding has recently 
resulted in adding a second class and purchasing an additional seventy chairs. More 
Bible classes are held on Tuesday, Thursday, and Friday, along with a Wednesday 
“family night” that serves also as a time for confirmation instruction and leads nicely 
into Wednesday evening services during Advent and Lent. To assist in the growing 
number of activities, after several years of hosting deaconess interns, the 
congregation has engaged its last intern on a full-time basis. In response to the 
growth and activity, a planning committee has proposed several choices: add 
services, add physical space, begin a mission plant, help to “re-seed” a struggling 
congregation. 

The laity are very involved in the life of the congregation. Offices and boards 
are consistently filled. Activities include events as mundane as periodic work days 
when a large number of parishioners come to work on the grounds—trimming, 
weeding, spreading mulch, repairing and setting up the Christmas crèche. Some 
members volunteer for the whole growing season. Passersby have noticed this kind 
of activity and remarked on it. Services are enriched by adult and children’s vocal 
choirs and adult and children’s bell choirs, partially staffed by a volunteer. 
 
Outreach 

Outreach and community involvement are 
an important and intentional part of the 
picture. The pastor and an elder are major 
players in a local nonprofit organization that 
moves homeless people (often single mothers 
and children) to permanent domiciles. The 
organization frequently holds its meetings at 
the church. The congregation fields an active 
campus ministry spearheaded by the deaconess, such that there is a score of local 
university students at services and Bible class every Sunday. One member has long 
taken it upon herself to transport international students to church services.  

Recipients of monetary and personal support from the congregation of about 
three hundred communicant members include at present 

- two missionary families and a Lutheran Bible Translator family.  
- the local Lutheran high school association 

- students who attend Lutheran schools  
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- the LCMS joint seminary fund 
- Lutherans for Life 

- a Lutheran international student ministry  
- an inner-city community school at a Lutheran congregation 

- District/LCMS 
- KFUO   

In spite of the outflow of funds—nay, because of it—the congregation has recently 
been blessed with modest budgetary surpluses. 

Does the congregation connect strongly with its immediate community? That’s 
not easy given the local populace, which is marked by a presence of great material 
wealth and, clearly, many other priorities. In fact, most members could not afford to 
live in the immediate community and instead drive some distance to attend services 
and engage in other activities.  

Nevertheless, the congregation is 
anything but invisible in the community. A 
preschool, summer VBS, and a week-long 
“summer camp” are regular outreach 
endeavors through which the Holy Spirit 
works.  

For the past several years, the congregation has sponsored an apologetics lecture 
event featuring authoritative, well-known speakers that brings in many people from 
outside the congregation. Signage at the parking lot entrance from the busy 
thoroughfare adjacent to the church property informs passersby of services, events, 
and activities. The nearby fire and police first responders enjoy sharing in the food, 
drink, and fellowship at the annual picnic.  

The congregation also provides space for an early morning Bible class attended 
by students from an adjacent private school. Some members have found “friendship” 
evangelism effective. Recently, several Sunday Bible class hours were devoted to the 
Synod’s evangelism program: Everyone His Witness (the LASSIE approach—
Listen-Ask-Seek-Share-Invite-Encourage).   

For many years, during a three-month period, the congregation’s late service has 
been broadcasted on KFUO and reaches many more through the Internet. A disabled 
friend of the writer in southern California listens regularly and commented, “I have 
been listening to the services from [your church], and they have brought great 
comfort to me. I find it uplifting to hear a service that uses the liturgy and the 
traditional lectionary.” Year-round, members who are unable to attend services can 
participate via a telephone connection. The congregation maintains a website that 
provides sound recordings of its services and video recordings of the apologetics 
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events, as well as the usual information: service times, activities, Bible classes, staff 
contacts, etc. 
 
The Keys 

What lies at the center of all this? What do/should people expect and observe at 
this congregation? First, a faith foundation in scripturally based sermons and both the 
age-old and newer liturgies and hymns of the Lutheran Service Book. With all the 
latter’s built-in “diversity,” little else is required. The members know that the Divine 
Services in the LSB comprise in large part words from Scripture; that is, they hear 
God’s Words and speak and sing them back to Him. It is no secret (just ask the 
members) that the consistent practice of liturgical services, every-Sunday Lord’s 
Supper, and the fore-mentioned effective, sound teaching in Bible classes, are the 
major—nay, key—factors in the internal health and external outreach of the 
congregation.  

When non-Lutherans are present for a Divine Service, or for a wedding or a 
funeral, some may find the “rites and ceremonies” strange, even discomfiting (what’s 
this “poor, miserable sinner” stuff?), but they 
also experience a congregation that is engaged 
in the service, that sings the hymns and liturgy 
enthusiastically, that listens to a Bible-based 
sermon, that approaches the altar with 
reverence, and that is really happy to see them 
and lets them know it. No bait and switch are 
involved.  

As the pastor puts it, the Holy Spirit works through His means—Word and 
Sacraments—as He has promised to do. In worldly terms, that’s keeping the main 
thing the main thing. 

 
The Holy Spirit works 
through His means—

Word and Sacraments— 
as He has promised to do. 

 

https://lsfm.global/
https://lsfm.global/joinlsfm.html
mailto:lsfmissiology@gmail.com

	Philip the What?
	Declining to 1.5 Million Members: Demographics and the LCMS
	1944: When the LCMS Last Totaled 1.5 Million
	Toward a Hopeful Future: Responses from the Church-at-Large
	An Outside Look at the Missio Dei in 2 Kings 5
	Abstract: God’s Word is for all people. Western worldview and culture may cause bias as we study and interpret Scriptural narrative. Understanding how those from other language communities and cultures interpret such narratives increases our knowledge...
	When I was growing up, mission appeared to be in far distant places. There is a specific memory of Sunday lunch in the parsonage with a missionary from Nigeria who told the story of mission in an exotic place, huge pythons blocking the dirt road
	From Brazil to Africa:
	A Good Personal Experience in God’s Mission
	Abstract: Love what you do and love God’s people. God’s Mission is multifaceted. While some are sent to spread the Gospel and to train local people, others have to stay to do the local mission and to nurture the newly converted. These are the two side...
	I Was Sent
	In 1973, São Paulo, Brazil, was a huge city of almost 8 million inhabitants with only four established Lutheran congregations. Just graduated, I was sent to plant a church in one of the townships of São Paulo.
	I was a foreigner in my own land. I had grown up in the southern part of the country, and my German background was obvious: tall, thin, blue eyes, blonde hair, white skin. There I was, among a mixed people coming from all over Brazil to try for a bett...
	There was nothing there but a small room that had been offered to hold a children’s Bible class by a friendly family. I would get off the public transportation
	and walk to the mission place, greeting the children who were playing on the dirt road and inviting them to come with me. After the class, I asked them if I could visit their parents. Immediately, their poor houses were open to me and I was warmly rec...
	I had been trained in a paternalistic way of doing mission. The “mother church” provided everything for the “daughter churches.” One of the professors even used to say: “Don’t talk about money; people will not come to the church anymore. Don’t worry. ...
	One of the four established churches was supposed to be the “mother church,” pay my salary, and give support to the mission. After one and half years, they withdrew their financial help due to financial problems, and the Brazilian Synod’s Mission Boar...
	After some regular Bible study groups were established, I challenged the people to begin holding services at the small Bible classroom. The first service was held on an Easter Sunday. The room was too small for all the people who attended the service....
	The first adults that confessed the Lutheran Christian faith comprised a portrait of the township and of the future of the church: a Japanese/Brazilian lady, an African/Brazilian couple, and a typical brown mixed Brazilian couple. I always had adult c...
	From the very beginning, the new members were taught Christian stewardship. It was something new in the Synod, and I adopted it immediately. It worked well. “Their extreme poverty welled up in rich generosity” (2 Cor 8:2). As I was receiving my salary...
	As I had the same working and free time as the members, they didn’t rely on the pastor alone to do visits and mission. They witnessed to their relatives, neighbors, and friends, inviting them to come to the services and taking me to visit with them. I...
	In short, when the congregation became self-supporting, they asked me to be a full-time pastor. With the help of Forward in Remembrance (LCMS—World Mission plan, 50% x 50%), we bought a bigger plot. Both a church with a basement and a parsonage were b...
	Some mission lessons learned through this church planting experience:
	 Work with children to lead them to Christ, and reach the parents through the children;
	 Home Bible studies are an excellent way to reach the neighborhood;
	 Involve local people in God’s mission. Don’t do it alone;
	 Love what you do and love God’s people.
	Transition
	African Christians in Mission
	“In the church of Antioch there were prophets and teachers . . . Simon called Niger, Lucius of Cyrene” (Acts 13:1).
	The Ethiopian Church understands that Simon was a black man because of his nickname, “Niger,” which means “a black one.” Lucius was from North Africa. Maybe both were Jews from the Diaspora, settled in Antioch. Or maybe both were Africans. Even so, th...
	Africa, which was once the “dark Continent” and the destination of missionaries eager to share Christ with the pagans, is now home to the biggest Lutheran Church bodies: Ethiopia, Tanzania, Madagascar have millions of Lutherans, plus Christians from o...
	Barnabas and Saul were chosen by the Holy Spirit to be sent to other countries to preach the Gospel. But Simon and Lucius stayed in Antioch to continue the mission, preaching and teaching there in their congregation. The two missions are necessary and...
	This is the reality we are experiencing in Mozambique. While some of the pastors are traveling far to share the Gospel in remote villages and towns, most of the pastors-to-be are doing God’s mission in their own village, among their own people.
	I Was Sent to Mozambique
	While in Kenya, I heard about a new Lutheran church in Mozambique that began thanks to the efforts of a former refugee who was sent back to his home village by two congregations of the Lutheran Church Canada. I did contact him, and he asked me to help...
	Being aware that the Seminário Concórdia (Brazil) has a Theological Education by Extension (TEE) program, I contacted the church leadership about it, and the Brazilian Church sent me to Mozambique to begin a Theological Education Program, using and ad...
	The first eight pastors graduated and were ordained in August of 2015. One thousand people attended this special service—almost all Lutheran members of the ten established congregations. The newly ordained pastors were sent to the villages and towns a...
	As soon as a new mission station is founded, the local people elect a small board and choose one or two people to be their spiritual leaders. Sometimes they are young adults, because they can read and write. (The older generation didn’t have the oppor...
	Jesus was not accepted when He came back to His hometown of Nazareth, and He stated that “no prophet is accepted in his hometown” (Lk 4:24). But, amazingly, this is not what is happening in Mozambique. In my point of view, this is a new concept of mis...
	The candidates are chosen among those who fulfill the criteria of 1 Timothy 3. They need to have a good witness of the local community, be husband of but one wife (polygamy is still very common in Mozambique), and above reproach. Not all of them will ...
	This experience also gives another dimension to the mission of God. In a biblical sense, there is nothing new under heaven. Paul advised Timothy and Titus to choose faithful people to be elders among the leaders of the communities that they were leadi...
	What We Can Learn From This Experience
	We have lost that dimension of mission, and the churches are still spending a lot of money sending missionaries from America and other developed countries to the so-called Third World. Of course, some need to go to begin the mission and to train the l...
	Also, how many Mission Teams are sent every year to do work that the local people are able to do, like building, painting, cleaning, etc.? The benefit and the experience are more for the Mission Team than for the local people, as I already read in som...
	Some of these questions don’t have answers now. These are just some reflections about the current situation. The model doesn’t always work the same in all places.
	Theological Education cannot be a program by itself. It is a Mission Project, as every candidate is a herald to proclaim Christ to all. Even if the candidate doesn’t conclude the training or is not ordained for other reasons, he shares what he knows a...
	Obstacles/Weaknesses
	The model that we are proposing to Mozambique is not a fixed one, and it needs to be confirmed. Unfortunately, the beginning of the mission sponsored by some Lutheran churches in Canada was paternalistic. The first eight candidates received a stipend,...
	Also, most of the churches are in rural areas, existing in very primitive conditions, without electricity or running water. The people live in straw huts. The church gathers under trees or in straw or mud chapels built by the local people. These build...
	The Theological Education Program meets twice every year at the Lutheran Training Center in Sena on the shore of the Zambezi River, bought by the FELSISA—Free Evangelical Lutheran Synod in South Africa. It was a former game camp. The students sleep on...
	Malaria is another big problem for the local people and especially for the guest professors. Three of my Brazilian colleagues got malaria while teaching there. I was spared so far, thanks be to God.
	Our Strength
	“Our competence comes from God.” I’m sure of this, and I have experienced it during all my ministry. This was the motto of my graduation and is the motto of my ministry. “Such confidence as this is ours through Christ before God. Not that we are compe...
	Training pastors in Mozambique and now also at the Lutheran Theological Seminary in Tshwane, Pretoria, South Africa, is an opportunity that God gives me to share Christ and my mission experiences. In Him I trust, and to Him all the glory.




