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Grace to you and peace from God our Father and the Lord Jesus Christ.

At Baptism we are joined to Jesus in His life and death and resurrection. If need be,
we are called to suffer with Him, and for that reason the sign of the cross is marked on our
forehead. Baptism becomes for us a call, a vocation to be a Christian, a summons to follow
our Lord Jesus wherever He may lead us. All this is easy to say, because it is in general.
Maybe we should ask, what does God call us to do in this day, in this congregation, in this
community? How are we to live out our Baptism now? What specifically need we to do as
Christians and members of this Latvian congregation in Kalamazoo, Michigan? This is
where the rubber hits the road, so hang on tightly.

I was wondering how long it would take for me to hear the question: "When do we call
a new pastor?" And I heard it as soon as the calendar turned to January. And I suspect it is a
question some of you have today and we will hear it again in pilnsapulce (annual meeting).
And our Gospel for today, about the calling of Jesus' first disciples seems to be a sign that it
is the right question. But is it? Is this what we are called to do today as members of this
congregation, or is there something we need to do first?

There are several ways we can consider our pastor. He or she is our chaplain who
conducts worship, baptizes, confirms, marries and buries us. Or we can see our pastor as a
counselor who has answers for us when we have personal problems. Or we can consider our
pastor as the resident theologian who is best at teaching us about our Christian faith. Or we
can see our pastor as a leader who points out the direction we should be going as a
congregation and tells us what we need to do to grow spiritually and numerically. Or we can
see our pastor as a helper, who joins and assists us in carrying out our mission as this Latvian
congregation in Kalamazoo. Or some combination of all these.

My sense is that each of us probably have a different idea about what we need first in a
pastor and we do not know what others are thinking. That tells me that our calling right now
is to put our heads together and decide what kind of a mission we have here in Kalamazoo
and what kind of a pastor we need to help and lead us in fulfilling that mission. In other
words, as of today, we are not ready to call a pastor. We need first to get ready.

Now, let us step out of our heads for a moment and see how we might appear to a
pastoral candidate. This is something I did on a daily basis as assistant to the bishop. It was
the main part of my job to help congregations prepare for the calling of pastors and to assist
pastors in seeking a new call from a congregation.

Each congregation is different as is each pastor. It is an art to make a good match
between the two, and we have amateurs doing the job in the Latvian Church, as our church is
organized differently from the American church. In the Latvian church, congregations and
candidates are pretty much on their own in getting together and determining if they are suited
for each other That means we have to be smarter and wiser than those in the American



church, who have bishops and assistants to do the initial sorting and who must approve any
call before a pastor may accept it.

A question that needs to be asked is: "How does a potential candidate see us? What
kind of a face and reputation do we have in the Latvian Evangelical Lutheran Church in
America?" Or better, "What would we like for someone see in us?"

There are two parts to the answer: first, the Latvian community of Kalamazoo, and
second, the congregation here at Cherry Hill St. As many of you know, Kalamazoo has a
much younger Latvian community to draw from. For the size of Kalamazoo, there is a
greater number and higher percentage of Latvians living in the area. This is due to our
history after World War II. Thus, the potential for new members is greater than it is for a
Grand Rapids or a Detroit. This is a real plus for us.

Then there are the members of our congregation. As you well know, some of our
members are leaders in the wider Latvian community in America, and in Latvia. We are
blessed with Garezers and many of its leaders. Our valde is composed largely of professional
people respected in their fields. Again, this is a real plus for us.

On the other hand, our membership has decreased over the years. We have lost some
young families with their youth. Our average age increases each year and the number of our
children and youth numbers are decreasing each year. That is a minus for us.

What seems to me to be missing is a sense of mission and calling for us a
congregation. Where do we want to go in the next 10 years? What is really important to us
and do our actions show it? What kind of a congregation do we want to leave for our
children and grandchildren? One of my fondest hopes in learning Latvian was to have
worship services in Latvian for my grandchildren.

For someone to be interested in joining this congregation and for a pastoral candidate
to be interested in seeking a call from us, it would be most helpful if we could articulate who
we want to be and where we want to go, and then be about the business of starting out on our
journey. Any pastor worth his or her salt, will seek that congregation that knows its mind
and has its priorities in order. And that same pastor will not accept a call from a
congregation if he or she learns that it thinks a pastor is the answer to all their needs, and that
the sooner he or she comes the better.

God is calling us today, here in this place. He is calling us to be His people, to follow
His Son Jesus, and to act on who we want to be. We are being called just as much as Jesus
called Peter, Andrew, James and John. As disciples they first learned who their Lord was,
and then they organized themselves to serve the church and world. Our call is no less
important. How will we answer?

Amen
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