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On this Synod Assembly weekend I bring you greetings from the Assembly, from our 
hardworking synod staff, and from the other seventy-three congregations of the La Crosse Area 
Synod. I also bring you thanks. Thank you for all you do to share the love of Jesus through your 
congregation and through your lives. Every offering you give blesses others beyond what you 
can imagine. Every time you share a good word for Jesus, the Living Word works wonders for 
the kingdom. Every act of kindness you perform proclaims the loving God who dwells in and 
through you. Thank you for sharing. 
 

Let us pray: God of our lives, God of our assemblies, God of our church, we thank you for the 
gift of new life in and around us. Guide and enable us to bring your life into our homes, our 
congregations, our communities, and our world. Spirit of the Living God, fall afresh on us. 

Amen. 
 
In August of last year the Churchwide Assembly of the Evangelical Lutheran Church in America 
met in Pittsburgh under the theme “Always Being Made New.” We celebrated the new life God 
creates in us and through us as a church. We committed ourselves to new ministries. We even 
elected a new Presiding Bishop.  
 
This past Friday and Saturday our La Crosse Area Synod gathered for our annual assembly under 
this same theme, “Always Being Made New.” The scripture passage that guided us was from the 
forty-third chapter of Isaiah: 
 

Behold, I am about to do a new thing; 
now it springs forth, 

do you not perceive it? 
 
The first time these words were heard, they gave hope to God’s people in captivity in Babylon. 
They had prayed and prayed to be set free. But the captivity went on and on. Their faith in a 
living, life-giving, freeing God waned. The future they foresaw seemed more and more bleak. So 
God sent Isaiah to proclaim that God is alive, working, and bringing new life. He asked them, 
“Don’t you perceive it?” And they looked for God once again. 
 
Throughout the history of God’s people, these words have rung out again and again. God has 
challenged people to see the Spirit working among them. Time after time hope has been 
renewed. God’s loving presence has been seen at work in the world. 
 
Now in our day we need to perceive a living God. Church attendance is declining. The fastest 
growing religious group in our country is the unaffiliated. Every time we turn on the news we see 
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the need for God-given life in a weary world – wars need to end, the hungry need to be fed, 
malaria needs to be wiped out, troubled souls need peace. The list goes on and on. Yet God 
promises a new way of life through a powerful set of tools. We find them in Isaiah forty-four 
where God says: 
 

Do not fear, my servant.  
I will pour water on the thirsty land,  

and streams on the dry ground.  
I will pour my spirit upon your descendants,  

and my blessings on your offspring.  
They shall spring up like willows by flowing streams. 

 
God promises new life, new blessings, and the renewing power of the Holy Spirit. Sounds great. 
But how do you do new things and create new life in an old church? Our Evangelical Lutheran 
Church in America is only twenty-six years old. But out of the seventy four congregations of our 
synod, only three have chartered in the last six years. Most are over a hundred years old. Some 
are more than a hundred and fifty. That’s lots of time for lots of us to rely solely on old ways 
while having great anxiety over the possibility of newness. Add to that the fact that we just 
reelected our old bishop! (Thank you for the honor and the trust.) 
 
Yet we cannot ignore the fact that God calls out to the church of Jesus Christ of 2014, “Behold, I 
am doing a new thing! Do you not perceive it? 
 
How can we perceive the workings of God? In our Assembly we sought to do this through three 
great listenings:  

- listening to God through scripture and prayer,  
- listening to one another as sisters and brothers in Christ, and  
- listening to our contexts, our community, and our world. 

Using these listening  we discover God is creating new life. Do you not perceive it? 
 
Let’s look at some examples: 
 
We live in a world of hurt and hunger. Jesus calls us to feed the hungry, cloth the naked, visit 
the prisoner, and welcome the stranger. This work is blossoming around us. 
 
For years Our Savior’s Lutheran in La Crosse has hosted Tuesday evening “Come for Supper.” 
The hungry, the lonely, and people who just like to be with people come together to be fed with 
food and community. In the last few years other congregations have joined in. Living Hope in 
Ettrick and St. Peter’s Evangelical Lutheran in Prairie du Chien have both been leaders in 
starting ecumenical, monthly meals in their communities. 
 
Also, Bethany in New Lisbon has been key in leading and growing the Touched Twice Clinic in 
their community. Once a year hundreds of people come for medical screenings, dental check ups, 
connections to local service agencies, and much, much more. 
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Also, congregations like Prince of Peace in La Crescent have let their food shelf encounters with 
the hungry lead them to greater support of the ELCA Hunger Appeal. We learned at our 
Assembly that the La Crosse Area Synod is fifty-seventh out of sixty-five synods in our support 
of the Hunger Appeal, donating only $2.77 per baptized member. We challenged ourselves in 
Assembly to grow this year to $4.00 per baptized member. Prince of Peace’s passion to feed the 
hungry has raised $8.50 per baptized member already this year. 
 
God is feeding the hungry! Do you not perceive it? 
 
We live in a world in need of community. Civil disrespect, preoccupation with self, and a great 
amount of time spent in the world of technology have isolating effects. Yet the word of God, 
from Genesis through Revelation, calls us to community. Paul tells us that we – together – are 
the Body of Christ. 
 
Peace Lutheran Church in Tomah was started by former members of Gloria Dei of Tomah. Peace 
members chose to stay in the ELCA when Gloria Dai voted to leave our denomination following 
the decisions regarding sexuality by the ELCA at the 2009 Churchwide Assembly. The members 
of Peace are certain that God welcomes everyone to worship. They proclaim and practice the 
core value that all are welcome. And the church has grown to be chartered, to purchase their own 
building and, this year, to call their first full time pastor. 
 
Also, the pastors of First Lutheran in Onalaska attended our synod’s Spring Theological 
Gathering a few years ago where Dr. Craig Saterlee lectured on the need for our worship to 
reflect our faith. He pointed out that the entire week from Palm Sunday to Easter is called Holy 
Week. He said that, if the whole week is special, then each day calls for worship. For two years 
now, First has had daily worship in Holy Week – two services each day! And people needing to 
pray with their brothers and sisters in Christ are attending each service. 
 
Also, as the Cashton Three Point Parish has evolved, Immanuel Lutheran has given up their 
Sunday worship service. Instead, they now worship on Wednesday’s, enabling their pastor to 
spend more time in each congregation each week. As an added blessing, this gives Immanuel the 
honor of hosting the parish’s mid week Lenten services. 
 
Also, in order to grow in community, both the Mount Sterling/Utica Parish and the 
Fountain/Trinity Parish have stopped holding a service in each congregation’s building each 
week. In each parish the members take turns attending worship in each other’s congregation. 
And their communities grow in the goodness of fuller buildings filled with singing and praying 
and socializing. 
 
Also, there are three congregations in Holmen: Holmen Lutheran, Journey, and Halfway Creek. 
These congregations are learning the power of being united in ministry and mission. Their 
pastors have counted eighteen ministries that are shared by the congregations – from special 
worship services, to Bible studies, to confirmation events, to service in the community. People of 
Holmen get to witness Lutheran Christians working together rather than competing for members. 
 
God is doing a unifying thing. Do you not perceive it? 
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We live in a world that needs organizations to function well.  The Apostle Paul calls us to 
agree with one another, work for the common good, and do all to the glory of God. A number of 
congregations in our Synod are reworking how they do things and how their structures function. 
They seek to solve problems and meet needs efficiently in a fast paced world. When 
congregations explore options, they often check with English Lutheran of La Crosse. English has 
been a living model and a willing example. They have a Vision Board to keep the vision of the 
congregation while letting things get done in outreach, worship, education, and more, through 
boards tasked with specific responsibilities. 
 
God is getting things done. Do you not perceive it? 
 
Finally, we are a graying church. Yet Jesus told his followers to bring the children to him. 
Over the years of the Raising Up Leaders Initiative in our Synod, our language changed. We 
used to say, “Children are the future of our church.” Now we say, “Our children, young people, 
adults, and seniors are the church together.” At this year’s Assembly we had a record number of 
Young Adult Voting Members. Sixteen young people, confirmed and no older than twenty-four, 
were full voting members of the assembly. 
 
Small country parishes like Tamarack, between Trempealeau and Arcadia, and Bells Coulee, 
between West Salem and Mindoro, have been consciously practicing hospitality with young 
families that move into their valleys. Both have a noticeable presence of children on Sunday 
morning. 
 
In most of the churches where I worship I see young people serving as lectors, Sunday School 
teachers, ushers, choir directors, and communion servers. I cannot forget the joy of watching a 
pastor distribute the wine following a sixth grader reverently distributing the wafers while the 
person taking up the rear to pick up the empty communion glasses was in his seventies. 
 
God is blessing the young to bless this church. Do you not perceive it? 
 
In this sermon I have referred to twenty of our seventy-four congregations. Obviously there are 
many more stories to tell. So, if your congregation wasn’t mentioned, tell each other – today on 
the way out of church – what you perceive. What has God begun among you?  
We need to celebrate the work God is doing in each of our congregations. To celebrate it we 
must name it. To name it we must see it. Do you not perceive it? 
 
Behold, God is doing new things. Do you not perceive it??? 
 
Amen. 


