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          "My sheep listen to my voice; I know them and they follow me.  I give them eternal life."

                                                                                                                                     - John 20:27-28

Wisteria Witnessing
by Pastor Mark

I saw a lot of it along the road as I drove through northern Arkansas this past week.  I first encountered wisteria when we lived in New Orleans in the early 80’s.  It’s a lovely twisting vine with beautiful cascading blossoms.  People planted it in their back yards where it climbed up a trestle.  As I drove through the South Atlantic states on my way to pastors’ conferences, I saw it growing wild along the highways, clawing its way up over trees and telephone poles.  At first I thought wisteria was beautiful, until I noticed that many of the trees it occupied were dead.  When I asked why wisteria took such an interest in dead trees I was told that the trees weren’t dead until the wisteria showed up desperately searching for a home.  Unless controlled, wisteria will utterly destroy whatever it clings to.  It’ll suck the life out of oak trees, tear down brick walls, ruin gardens, and all the while it’s killing and destroying, it looks beautiful and attractive.  

Which is why Wisteria Lane is the appropriate address of the provocative and promiscuous women of ABC’s Desperate Housewives.  They all live on Wisteria Lane.  On Wisteria Lane the sins of adultery, blackmail, envy, gossip, jealousy, manipulation, and even murder are covered up in the lives on these beautiful and attractive women.

This coming Thursday, May 1st the Church will celebrate the Ascension of our Lord into heaven.  Right before he ascended, I think his disciples could have easily related to the Desperate Housewives of Wisteria Lane.  Think about it.  Jesus had died and risen again.  While he was dead, these guys had no idea what to do with their lives.  Then he reappeared alive and renewed their purpose for existing, only to tell them he is now leaving to return to his Father in heaven! 

What?  Already?  It’s only been 40 days.  He can’t go.  The Romans are still oppressing the people of Israel.  And so many of the disciples’ friends were are still skeptical about his resurrection.  Desperate anxiety.  But desperate anxiety turned into desperate excitement when the disciples realized that 

the risen Jesus has been glorified and is now making use of his full power as God.  

That’s it!  Power is the answer!  Controlling the Romans!  Creating a new Israel to rule as a world power once again!  Forcing people everywhere to follow Christ!  After all, Jesus had mentioned a few times that he would be leaving this earth only to return and establish a perfect kingdom of peace where everyone praises him and he rules big time.  Maybe this is the day!  Maybe this is the time for the glory days of Israel to return, for the throne of David to be reclaimed, for the disciples themselves to be appointed to positions of prestige and do interviews and sign autographs and live in mansions by the sea.   “Lord, are you at this time going to restore the kingdom to Israel?  Are you finally going to get around to our agenda, and make yourself and us look good to the world?”   That’s their question.
They sound desperate.  Like a wisteria plant and the Desperate Housewives who live on Wisteria Lane, they are obsessed with their own interests and selfish gain.  That way of thinking is deadly, even though on the outside it sounds popular to the world

We might be guilty of the same wisteria deadliness.  Like when you feel good about God because your car is running and your friends are loyal and your quotas are up and your boss likes you and your hair is pretty and your payments are on time, but when life gets messy you get angry at God, ignore his word, don’t bother to pray, and hate getting up for church. Living that way is deadly.  It’s expecting an earthly reign of God’s kingdom like the disciples, and making his love conditional on your happiness.  That’s dangerous.   As easily as we see through the manicured lawns and nice looking lives of Desperate Housewives and cringe at their distorted and immoral behavior, in the same way God is not at all pleased with our nice looking dreams that only get fulfilled in selfish convenience or selfish pleasures.  Like wisteria kills whatever it clings to, we need to daily kill the 






2

sinful selfishness that lurks and lives inside of us by nature.  And the Bible says we do that by confessing our sins, believing in forgiveness, and living in repentance.

Jesus said that living for self and following your own agenda is not for you.  “Not for you,” Jesus says to people who are looking for earthly fulfillment, selfish gain, and a quick fix.  Instead “.. you will receive power when the Holy Spirit comes on you; and you will be my witnesses.”  There’s a better power than the kind our sinful minds come up with.  God-given power.  Spirit power.   Resurrection power.  It’s the most dependable and most productive power because its source is pure, unadulterated, incorruptible, and inexhaustible.  The Father has claimed you by the power of baptism.  The Son has rescued you by the power of his death and resurrection.  The Spirit continues to strengthen you through the gospel in his word and in his Supper.  Not so that you might become good enough to do something really grand for the kingdom of God some day.  No.  Jesus says, “you will be my witnesses.”  He doesn’t say, “I want you to be my witnesses,” but “you will be.”  That’s what you are.  He doesn’t ask us to be judges.   He doesn’t ask us to be his lawyers.   Just witnesses.  Witnesses simply share what they know and what they’ve seen.  Wisteria Witnesses show people how attractive and beautiful the gospel is.
Some wrong thinking has evolved in the church over the past few decades, and that is that you can’t be a witness for Jesus unless you have been trained to be one.  Some Christians use this as an excuse not to witness.  “I’ve never been trained.”  Can you tell a joke?  Were you ever trained to tell a joke?  If you witnessed the last few minutes of the NCAA basketball championship, could you tell someone how it ended?  Have you ever been trained to be a sports caster?  So where does this flimsy excuse come from that Christians can’t be 
witnesses unless they’ve attended some training seminar?

With the Holy Spirit’s power you can give testimony of our Savior.  You can tell what you know.  You already know the words of the Apostles’ Creed.  That’s a great place to start a witness.  Can you explain how Christ has exchanged your sin for his perfect life?  He got your sin.  You got his righteousness in God’s sight.  That’s a clear message of sin and grace, law and gospel.  When someone at work is whining about her life, can you share the comfort you have at night putting your hands together in prayer and putting your head down on your pillow in peace knowing that you are loved by your Father in heaven?   That’s what people need to hear.  When we look at what we have been given in Jesus Christ, the question is no longer, “What should I say?”  Rather it’s, “How could I ever dream of keeping this to myself?” 

You are a witness when you say, “I’m sorry,” and a friend realizes you don’t think you’re perfect but you know you’re forgiven, and he wonders what it’s like to be forgiven.  You are a witness when you say “no” to temptation, and a friend you think you lost because of it tells you later how much they respected you for it.   You are a witness when you bring your children to Sunday School, when you teach your children about financial offerings for God’s work, when you make decisions about what your children watch on TV, when you show your children how to trust in God, even though all the odds are against you.  You are a witness when you speak kindly of your enemies, when you read your Bible as much as you read your e-mail. 

That’s Wisteria Witnessing, daily killing the sinful nature that wants personal and selfish gain, and instead producing blossoms of love in our lives that attract people to Jesus.  That’s your mission in life.  You are witnesses.  That’s where you live.  And if you look at the sign on the corner at the end of the street you live on as a Christian, my bet is that it probably says “Wisteria Lane.” 
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Summary of Town Hall
Meeting from 4/13/08

The Proposal to Add a Second Pastor

The meeting was attended by a large number of people and represented a membership from not only the church council and elders, but many other members as well. The overall opinion of the members in attendance was that it would be in the best interest of GSLC to go forward with a call for a second pastor. 

The letter that was originally sent out to all members recapped the history, discussed financial-related information, and, most importantly, stated the reasons why the elders and church council are recommending that GSLC pursue the adding of pastoral staff.

The concerns that were expressed were largely financial in nature. Can GSLC afford the expense of an additional pastor?  The financial status of the congregation was discussed and the point made that, if our current trend of giving continues for this year, we will have a surplus of approximately $70,000 over the budget. It was noted that the majority of the expense of a second pastor would happen beginning in 2009.  We have over $23,000 in a designated fund set aside for the addition of this pastor, and those monies would cover most of the expense for this year. Although final numbers have not been determined, we anticipate that the total compensation package for this pastor would be between $60-65,000 per year. 

There were also concerns that the congregation would not continue to try to pay off the debt of the church property, as we have been blessed to do in the past few 
years. It was made clear that we would want to continue to pay off the debt as fast as possible, but it was equally important that we look at it from a long range perspective to make sure that we don’t have a debt-free building, but few members to enjoy it. GSLC 
contributions to the Congregational Mission Offering would want to be continued to be sent in at a high percentage, currently at 21%, but with the understanding that at some point in time it would likely level off, and we might be at that level now.

Another concern was that adding staff was being pursued without the support of Pastor Mark.  It was made clear that Pastor Mark has given his full support, and, in fact, thinks that this is what we have to do to expand our outreach, particularly for youth and young adults. As outlined in the meeting notes, the duties of the additional pastor would be primarily associated with the youth, teen, young married and singles, and with outreach and development.

Another good point was made that the years of our best growth were when “we did something,” like the building of the church and the fellowship hall and classrooms.  The Lord has blessed us with a very successful Learning Center with over 100 children enrolled this year, and even more confirmed for the next school year.

There were several people who were not able to attend the meeting but expressed their support in the calling of a second pastor, agreeing that they believe this will help obtain our future outreach goals.

A voters’ meeting will be held on Sunday, May 4, 2008 immediately after the service.  If the congregation decides to go forward, Pastor Mark will work with the Board of Elders and the District President to go through the formal call process. We have clearly established the type of individual we would like to serve our congregation.

If you have questions or comments, please feel free to contact Jim Ross, Chairman of the Elders or your currently assigned Elder.
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CONFIRMATION

Andy Smith, son of Thad and Melissa Smith and grandson of Dorothy Polenz, will be confirmed on May 25th at Abiding Word.  Andy is enrolled in the school and is in 8th grade.  His membership will then be transferred to Good Shepherd.
HEARTFELT APPRECIATION
Children in Afghanistan are walking in your shoes, literally.  Chuck and Rebecca Kauffman would like to express their heartfelt thanks to everyone for the overwhelming support you gave during our recent shoe drive.  Rebecca got the last shipment out and Chuck is hoping to have them delivered by the end of the month.  
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Greetings in the name of our Risen Savior!

March has come and gone in a flurry of activities leading up to and including Easter.  We took the opportunity to see more of Malawi this month by doing a bit of traveling before the arrival of our CAMM-MAP candidates.  We spent a weekend at the Luwawa Forest Lodge and were able to get a few hikes in despite the rain.  With its cooler temperatures and pine forests, it was difficult to believe we were in the middle of Malawi and not in northern Wisconsin.  

We also made it down to Zomba where we picked up Rachel Kionka and spent the weekend at the U.S. Embassy guest house 
on the Zomba plateau.  We spent our days hiking to waterfalls and lookout points and our evenings relaxing in front of the fireplace.  It was a great blessing to have fellowship and fun with our sister in Zomba.  
The hungry season showed itself again when we began receiving many requests for maize flour, the staple food of every meal.  All those who asked had the money to pay for the flour, but none was available.  After scouring the city, Jennifer was able to secure a few small very expensive bags and we hoped for the best.  Thankfully, it was back in circulation within a matter of days, and the price had dropped significantly. 

We have continued our search for a new medical assistant and had a very promising interview with one applicant this month.  Mr. James Kumwembe joined us for a day out at clinic and we believe that he will be a good addition to Lutheran Mobile Clinic.  We still need to work out the details but hope that he will be able to start before May.  

We attended the combined English and Chichewa Easter worship service at Crown of Life at the Lutheran Bible Institute on Easter morning.  Five congregations gathered to worship bringing with them a large number of choirs.  The church had no electricity, so the pastors had to really project their voices to be heard, and we sang all the English hymns acappella.  The service lasted for over three hours and was filled with rejoicing over Jesus’ resurrection.  

The week after Easter, we traveled to Senga Bay to attend the Annual Easter Retreat which included almost all of the missionaries and their families from both Zambia and Malawi.  The retreat was full of worship and devotions, scriptural studies, fellowship and fun.  Jennifer and I helped with the children’s activities which focused around an abbreviated version of a VBS program entitled “Soaring High”. The retreat concluded with an evening worship service 
including the Lord’s Supper.  Each family presented a hymn or prayer  that they     had 
written during the week focusing on thankfulness and praise.  Those of us who 
are single were asked to work together as a family for which we were very appreciative.  
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We returned to Lilongwe refreshed and rejuvenated very grateful for continued fellowship with our mission family here in Malawi and the opportunity to meet our brothers and sisters serving in Zambia.
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