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A Community on the Move 
Pastor Andy Willis 

 

…Seek the welfare of the city where I have sent you into exile, and pray to the Lord on its behalf, for in its 
welfare you will find your welfare. (Jeremiah 29:7) 

I am learning something about our congregation that you may have known long ago. We are a 

community always in transition. 

It’s true of churches generally—or of healthy ones, anyway. Churches are living human 
communities, and as such, they should be places of movement and growth and change. If nothing 

is in transition—if no member is being sent out to new ventures and no stranger is being 

welcomed—then a community probably needs to ask what the Spirit is up to. 
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Transition is part of church life. But wow, is it ever a part of our church’s life. Geneva is a 

constantly changing place, and so is our congregation. If you’re around for even a short time, you 
can catch on to the pattern: wonderful people arrive, they become important and valued parts of 

our community, they are sent elsewhere. And in the meantime, more wonderful people arrive. 

It can be dizzying and heart-wrenching work, all this welcoming, sending, and welcoming again. 

And yet, I think it’s a particular spirituality we are called to in our congregation. So what’s a 
church member to do? 

The prophet Jeremiah offers helpful words for me. The book with his name includes a letter from 

the prophet to the Jewish people in exile in Babylon. They’d seen their home destroyed and life as 
they knew it come to an end. They’d been forcefully taken to enemy territory with no prospects 

about when if ever things would change. 

And Jeremiah told them to put down roots while they were there. “Build houses and live in 

them,” he told the exiles; “plant gardens and eat what they produce” (Jer. 29:4). “Seek the welfare 
of the city where I have sent you into exile, and pray to the Lord on its behalf, for in its welfare 

you will find your welfare.” 

Now, Geneva may not exactly be a place of exile for many of us (though it’s possible some see it 

that way). But it is a transitional place for many. And I hear Jeremiah inviting his people to 
radically commit to the place where they are. To build, to plant, to root. Not to forget their home, 

but to treat this present place with the same love and care they would show to that far-off one. 

There is much to say about this passage, and much to wonder about for us as a community made 
up mostly of foreigners. But today, I’m wondering what small steps we can each make—while we 

are here, while this is our place—toward being rooted here. Toward making this a place where 

we, and others, can flourish. What gardens can we plant? 

Maybe it’s as simple as making a point of greeting someone you don’t know in worship each 
week. Offering your name, finding out who the other person is, learning something of one 

another’s stories. Maybe it means joining in the work of one of the congregation’s concern groups. 

Maybe it means committing to a Bible study for a few weeks. 

I don’t know just what it is for you. But I think this business of being rooted is important for so 

many reasons, not the least of which is the task we have as a congregation of welcoming and 

sending and welcoming again. It’s not easy, and I don’t imagine it ever gets easy. But I know that 

it’s possible and possibly even life-giving when you have strong roots here, ones that allow you to 
weather the changes and stay grounded.  

It’s good and meaningful work, friends. Thank you for being part of it. 

Peace,  

Andy Willis  
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Reflections on the “Roots and Wings” Course 
Wendy Donaldson 

 

In April and May a number of people came together for discussion around the theme of “Roots 

and Wings: Conversations about different ways we approach the complex subject of home today.” 

The series ran on four consecutive Wednesday evenings and attracted a diverse cross-section of 
not only our own congregation but also a number of members of other local congregations. 

All four evenings were ably directed by Elisabeth Benn and Pastor Andy Willis. Elisabeth is a 

member of the church and also carries on a practice of psychotherapeutic counseling. As her own 

life has taken her and her family to a number of countries, this topic is one that she has thought a 
lot about, as she and her family grappled with issues of finding their roots in multiple locations. 

The first week we began with the idea of “third culture kids” or “TCK’s,” as they are sometimes 

known. These are young people (or later, adults) who have grown up in a culture different from 
that of either their mother or their father. After some background from Elisabeth, we broke into 

groups and had some very interesting conversations. 

I have to say that I was the exception, having lived all of our married life in one house in Toronto, 

before moving to Geneva. 

In the second session, we talked about the idea of people falling naturally into the categories of 

either “sailors” or “farmers.” Of course, these are metaphorical categories, and most people do not 

fall completely into the “adventurer” or the “home-body.” But we had fun placing ourselves on 

our individual Ikea measuring-tape spectrum! 

Week three was spent looking up some key Bible passages that helped us flesh out the idea of how 

God has highlighted ways of flourishing in family life and in community. Pastor Andy provided a 

map of the travels of St. Paul. It was amazing to see how much of a sailor he was in his own time. 
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The final session focused on where we would put down our roots to settle for retirement years. 

“What did you not have time for? What dreams have not been realised? What pastimes would be 
as rewarding as your present job or activities? Is there a geographical location that allows for the 

post-job life opportunities you desire?” Questions that can be considered as seeds planted in 

younger brains, and helpful for those closer to retirement! 

I am sure that I speak on behalf of everyone in thanking both Elisabeth and Pastor Andy for their 
careful and studied preparation. They created a hospitable atmosphere where we were made 

comfortable to express the hopes and disappointments that come with making a home away from 

home. 

On Literature and the Bible 
Vinita Manchala 

 
 
Can you introduce yourself and tell us how you came to Geneva?  
 
My name is Vinita Manchala. I did my Masters in Political Science and Teacher’s training in India. 
I taught in a school for a couple of years, until I moved to the South of India. Later on, I taught 
English and techniques of systematic writing at the Lutheran Theological Seminary in Chennai, 
India. While teaching, I began working on my MPhil in Political Theology, but couldn’t complete 
it since we moved to Geneva in March 2000. I had a mind to complete my studies at the Bossey 
Ecumenical institute, but instead got a job at Collège du Léman in Versoix and have been teaching 
English and History since 2000.  
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How has studying literature influenced the way that you read and interpret the Bible? 

 
What has influenced the way I read and interpret the Bible more than just being a student of 
English Literature, has been my interest and passion for theatre, and my liberal and pluralistic 
upbringing. I was raised in a home which was on the one hand very much Church rooted, but on 
the other hand extremely inclusive of friends with their diverse religious backgrounds. I was 
brought up to respect and affirm the idea of a Universal God; across all faith experiences, cultural 
expressions and gender identities. For years I lived in India, which is stricken by abject poverty 
and have witnessed marginalisation at various levels. Added to this, my long standing 
involvement with the Student Christian Movement has helped shape my understanding of a God, 
irrespective of any specific religious tradition, who participates in all aspects of life: One who 
celebrates with All, and One and who is present at the bleeding points with All who suffer. This 
has been my premise of interpreting the biblical text. It is the context which has dominated my 
reading of the biblical text. 
 
In what ways is the Bible a literary text? 

 
The Bible is a complex literary text. At a philosophic/spiritual level, it has a myriad of narratives, 
both in prose and poetry form. Because of its open-ended and multifaceted genres, the narratives 

allow the reader to make connections and interpret the text in many ways. As we know from 

experience, the same text is unquestioningly used by the exploiter as well as the exploited, the 
extremist as well as the liberal, the powerful as well as the marginalised. At a systematic level the 

text is examined from various levels. Like any piece of literary writing, there is a pretext, a context, 

a subtext and a post text. While examining the biblical text, though, one uncovers these levels to 
discover the message and purpose of the scripture. This process of unpacking the biblical text has 

often been compared to peeling an onion. Furthermore, in order to interpret and appropriate the 

meaning and message of the scripture for today, one must understand the socio-cultural and 
political scope from within which the text emerged. The philosophical/spiritual level of 

interpreting the text is often driven by one's senses and emotions, while the systematic 

examination appeals more to the rational and reflective. 

You often volunteer to do the Scripture readings at the lectern during the service. What is your 
aim when reading Scripture aloud during the service?  

 
I often volunteer to read because I like to; possibly my thespian inclination!  I think that a lot 
depends on how the text is rendered; in its emphasis and intonation. Whenever I read, I feel it is a 
mutual process: my active involvement with the text and a dissemination of a ‘powerful’ message. 
Somehow, I feel most vulnerable, though, standing up front and reading a passage. 
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What is your favourite Bible story and why? 

 
This is a difficult one, like choosing a favourite hymn, but I’ll try. First of all I must say that every 
narrative and parable which upholds love with a preferential option for the marginalised and 
exploited is my favourite. Therefore, Luke’s writings are my absolute best. Having said that, 
among the many stories, one of my favourites is the one recorded in John’s gospel, 8:1-11, of the 
woman caught in adultery. I have liked it since I was a young woman, growing up in a context 
where the majority of women were (are) twice condemned; both for their gender and their caste. 
This story is special to me because it combines and confronts both the ethical and legal aspects of 
committing a crime (adultery) with love and empathy. I especially find verses: 10 and 11 very 
powerful. To me, they clearly offer the idea of hope and forgiveness in the face of despair and 
condemnation. This for me is a story of upholding love as the touchstone and restoring life to the 
helpless. It is a total rejection of a self-righteous, patriarchal attitude prevalent among people 
throughout (verse 7) and this for me is the Gospel. 
 
In what ways is reading and/or writing a spiritual activity for you? 
 

As far as I am concerned both reading and writing are spiritual activities: be it the Bible or any 
literary text. In my worldview, there is no dichotomy between spiritual and secular; both are 
intertwined or rather intrinsic. Neither do I believe in the localised presence of God. Even the 
concept of heaven and hell is a challenging one for me. Dualism is not my thing really. It is all to 
do with one’s mind and interpretation. What one says or does impacts all aspects of one’s being 
and has a definite purpose and motive, which could be defined as good (healing) or bad 
(destructive). For example, I do not view my career as a profession, but it is rather a vocation. 
Every student in my class is specially gifted and there is mutual learning that goes on in the 
classroom.  
 
The theme of this newsletter is “transitions.” With that in mind, how has the way you read the 
Bible changed throughout the different phases of your life? 
    
This is a rather complicated question to answer in short. The theme ‘transitions’ is a dynamic one. 
It suggests progression and situational appropriation of the scripture. I agree with the words of 
the Greek philosopher, Heraclitus, who said there is nothing permanent except change. This 
thought permeates all aspects of life, including the Bible. The literal text remains, but what is 
dynamic is the way in which the message of the text is understood. As I have expressed earlier, it 
all depends on one’s reading and interpreting the scripture in a way that brings us into an 
experience of God’s love for the whole world. Here, I would like to include the first lines of one of 
my favourite hymns: New every morning is the love our awakening and uprising prove. In my 

understanding and to conclude, the essence of the scripture is ‘Love’ (Agape); that for me is the 
gospel. What makes the Bible a living word are the ways in which we make this Love dynamic, 
tangible and evident.  
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The Gates to the Kingdom 
André du Plessis 

 

“The kingdom of God is justice and peace, and joy in the Holy Spirit. Come, Lord, and open in us 

the gates of your kingdom.” 

This was the opening Taizé song at the “European Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual and Trans (LGBT) 
Christian Forum” in Merville, near Lille in France, on Pentecost weekend 2015. About 250 people 

from around Europe – and beyond – had gathered for three days of talks, workshops and 

worship. 

As the song was sung, members of the congregation filed-up to the altar and we each lit a candle 

as a sign of our prayers. As person after person slowly moved forward to light their flame, I 

couldn’t help but be moved about the significance of what we were singing: Come, Lord. Open in 
us, the gates of your kingdom. 

Us. Who was this “us” that was singing? 

Jan, the gay man from Germany, still internally tortured by biblical texts that seem to condemn 

who he is. 

Natasha, a Trans woman, from Russia who in her orthodox church was given the sacrament back 
home by her priest insisting on calling her by her male name.  

Jackie and Tess, the lesbian couple, who were overwhelmed to the point of tears, knowing they 

have to “go back in the closet” in their home church in a London suburb.  

“Us” is the huge diversity of LGBT people. So often marginalized by actual or perceived exclusion 
from churches, it was these people that were now praying for god to open in them the gates to his 

kingdom. 

It was so moving to think that god could use us to do this. So often we’ve been told we’re blocking 
the way to the kingdom, that we’re not part of it, that if only we would change we could enter it. 



 
 

8 

And yet in a moment of quiet acceptance and profound love, we prayed that we could be used to 

open those gates. 

Take the pain, Lord, the exclusion, the violence, the discrimination, the stigmatization, and let it be 

used for your kingdom. To be useful in small ways. To show others the way. 

Open in us. 

http://www.euroforumlgbtchristians.eu/index.php/en/media-press/press-releases/178-press-
release-merville-2015 

 

Rendez-Vous with Ritu Chauhan Suna 

 

This edition we are getting to know Ritu Chauhan Suna, who lives in Geneva with her husband, 

Dinesh Suna, and son, Arnav Rehoboth. She is a homemaker and has been part of our church 
since July 2013.  

When and why did you come to Geneva?  

My husband got a job at the ACT Alliance first and then at the World Council of Churches (WCC) 

in Geneva. He moved here in July 2012, and Arnav and I joined him in June 2013.     

What does being a friend mean to you?  

A friend is a person who should be faithful and honest, and must stand by you during your ups 

and downs, and with whom you feel confident sharing your deepest secrets with that person.  

Have you had a mentor at some point in your life or career? What did s/he teach you? 

Yes, my mom and my husband. They always encourage me to be practical, strong and to have 
patience, as I am a bit impatient.... :-)   
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What place does our congregation have in your life?  How do you participate in our ministries 

and activities?  

ELCG has a very special place in my life because I find this church is unique in many aspects, in 
particular, it is child-friendly and welcoming to new members. Besides, we have a playroom here 

where mothers can keep their baby busy with the toys and still listen to the sermon. For my two-

year-old baby, it is very convenient. Even though, I am not very often in the Church, I do try to 
participate in the church activities by offering to read Bible, praying, or helping in cleaning the 

dishes during our refreshments turn, etc.  

How would you describe the way you approach faith? God? Prayer?  

Faith: Hope amidst hopelessness. 
God: Merciful, omnipotent and that God will never forsake me. 

Prayer: It can change everything. I have seen the results in my own life on several occasions.  

 
What is your greatest virtue? And your greatest vice? 

I am a friendly and helpful person and don’t have any “enemies.” My greatest vice:  I   cannot 

keep secrets..:-)   

What is the best decision you have ever made? 

Marrying my husband.  

When you do feel uncomfortable in a social situation?  

I am basically an “introvert” and take time to make friends.  So it’s obvious that I feel a bit 

uncomfortable in a new place, until I meet someone familiar.  

What is something that you miss from your home country or town?  

Back home there is strong family support and also your neighbours interact with you like family. 

Here I still don’t know who my neighbours are in my building! Privacy and individualism are 
given more priority than interpersonal relationship.  Our church is a great support to us in this 

situation.  

The theme of this newsletter is “transitions.” Is there a thought or verse of Scripture that is 

meaningful for you when passing through transitions?  

Transitions are always challenging as it has an element of uncertainty! Moving to Geneva was a 

perfect experience of being in transition for us! I find Genesis 26:22-23 quite meaningful to me in 

my “transitions,” which talks about Isaac’s experience in a foreign land:  
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When Isaac went to his ancestors place in Gerar and opened up the wells dug by Jacob, the 

local people fought with him regarding ownership of the wells. He did not fight with them 
and moved on and dug a second well. They fought over it also. Then he dug another well, 

and this time they did not stake claim over it.  He named the well “Rehoboth”.  Meaning, 

“Now the LORD has given us room and we will flourish in the land”. God also tells to Isaac 
“Do not be afraid, for I am with you”.    

When we were about to move to Switzerland from India, we had many questions on our minds 

about our acceptance and integration in a foreign land. So we named our new-born son Rehoboth 

(his middle name). This is my favourite verse in the context of a transition.  

 

Reflecting on Suffering and the Book of Job 
Ruth Kobia 

 

“Why do bad things happen to good people and why do good things happen to bad people?” 

Human beings of all times have wrestled with this question.  Me, too.   So I joined the study on the 
Book of Job.  It is one of the books of the Bible that I was finding difficult to read on my own.  Its 

message is often wrongly perceived as the testing of one’s faith by portraying an almost 

impossible endurance in the midst of suffering.  Very often the book of Job is referred to when 
encouraging Christians to bear pain “without complaint,” because it is falsely assumed that Job 

endured the pain patiently without questioning God.  This misunderstanding comes from those 

who have not read the book.   Apparently, the Bible tells us that Job had reverence for God, but he 

demanded answers, lamented and regretted many things, while he remained firm in his faith.  
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The Bible study on the book of Job was led by Miriam Deffenbaugh as a part of a series of Lenten 

events at our church. We followed a guided study authored by Rev. Dr. Carol M. Bechtel of the 
Reformed Church in America (the KERYGMA program).  

In many ancient cultures and even nowadays, the idea of retributive justice exists, and even in the 

Bible we are told the blessed are those who do good, and that you reap what you sow.  We have 

grown up in societies that reward good behavior and punish undesirable behavior. Therefore, like 
Job, we ask why a good person should suffer instead of being rewarded. During one the sessions, 

Miriam encouraged us to pose personal questions that we struggle with. Some people wondered 

why we get illnesses that hinder us from enjoying life or fulfilling our passions in doing God’s 
work, why we lose our loved ones, why our business plans fail, etc.  I wondered why my saintly 

mother suffers from severe nerve pain.  Job wrestled with similar questions.  Just like us, Job asks, 

"Why me?"  In such situations, we cannot presume to know the mysteries of God.  Our part is to 
keep trusting that we will come out triumphantly as God is sovereign in the conflicting spiritual 

and natural worlds.  

 I learnt that although the Book of Job is a book of wisdom in our cosmic world, it does not have a 

list of answers. People interpret this wisdom differently, some Bible scholars think that the book 
of Job is not about suffering but about faith. 

As the writer of the study, Carol, says, the book of Job speaks to us today, just as it did in ancient 

times both in its wisdom and the mysteries of God.   

A professor of spirituality at SFTS says “faith sustains and transforms us to live fearless and 
abundant lives.” 

The other message that really impacted me in the story of Job is the role of friends during a time of 

suffering. We watched a movie on Job’s friends. In the beginning, the three friends, Eliphaz, 
Bildad and Zophar, give us an example of how to accompany a person in times of need. We are 

told that Job’s friends wept when they saw him barely recognizable due to his skin disease, and 

they stayed with him for seven days, without asking him questions or offering solutions.  

Although this sort of company did not take away the illness of Job, the compassion and 
accompaniment must have given him some peace, inner healing and joy. On the other hand, when 

the friends persistently pressured Job to repent of any secret sin, this pained Job, who insisted he 

was innocent because he did not understand how, when, or where he had sinned.  I was very 
touched by these different approaches of pastoral care and counsel.  I thought that I myself do 

wrong when I try to offer solutions instead of just listening and showing much needed 

compassion to the hurting person, just as Jobs friends did during their first visit. 

Miriam was excellent in the preparation of the lesson and its presentation, which contributed to 
the strong attendance and enthusiasm of the study. As one group member commented, “At first I 

found it strange to talk about a job description for God, but then this turned out to be both fun 

and thought-provoking.” Emese Pósfay, another Bible Study member writes, “Our study on the 
Book of Job in the Bible was a very fruitful one. I learned a lot; the discussions were lively and 

interesting. My admiration and gratitude goes to Miriam for her dedication, her profound 

knowledge of the Bible and our subject, her patience with us.” 
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At the end of the book of Job, Satan is proved to be a liar and “the enemy of righteousness.” God 

restores Job’s fortunes, twofold, and he also gets children once again and enjoys the fellowship of 
his friends and relatives in his long life. Good overcame evil. May our merciful God, in whatever 

circumstances we find ourselves, make us understand what we fail to comprehend.  We believe in 

the promises of God’s unconditional love. It is our hope that in the midst of difficulties, we will 
hear the voice of God in a whirlwind or in the comfort of our dwelling places, when He responds 

to our various wonderings about the things we do not understand, and He will bless us 

abundantly with life full of joy.  

 The grace and mercy of God defeated the evil of Satan, and Job had a new life, just as the death and 
resurrection of Jesus Christ defeated death, giving us a new life in Him. 

 

Former ELCG Pastor Honored with Humanitarian Award 

 

Pastor Ron Swenson, who served as pastor of the ELCG’s English-Speaking Congregation from 

1968-1975, has been awarded the Richard A. Swanson Humanitarian Award by Augustana 

College in Rock Island, Illinois.  

Pastor Swenson grew up in Rockford, Illinois and served congregations in Minnesota and 

Colorado, in addition to the ELCG. He hosted a weekly Sunday radio broadcast called “Thank 

God, It’s Sunday” from 1986-1999, served on various church committees, and was chaplain of the 
LWF Assembly in Evian, France, in 1970. 

He has also been involved with Interfaith Dialogue (Christian, Jewish) and Interfaith Trialogue 

(Christian, Jewish, Muslim). We give thanks for his ministry in our community and join in 

celebrating his long and faithful career of service!  



 
 

13 

 

A Lutheran Church in Transition 
Jaap Schep 

 

After my 12.5 years in the Lutheran World Federation in the Department that serves the 144 

member churches with programs and projects, I am since January 2012 an independent consultant 
specialized in assisting churches and ecumenical organizations to “pass through” and overcome 

organizational challenges. 

 

As from January 2014 I am focusing only on one Lutheran Church, the one in Papua New Guinea 
(PNG). PNG is a remarkable country that more or less as the last country on earth ‘opened’ to 

what we call development. Some 5,000 clans with 750-900 distinct languages1 lived in this country 

in total isolation until fortune seekers in the 1920s started digging gold. The country is still 
suffering from what experts call the ‘resource curse’: ‘development’ in PNG is still largely limited 

to extraction of natural resources and the local population experiences mainly the negative side 

effects, while a small elite gets rich by selling out their country’s richness. [Sorry, this should not 
be about development.] 

 

 
  

                                                 
 

1 The range reflects different definitions of ‘languages’. PNG holds as a single country one fifth of the languages in the 
world. A ‘pidgin’ language –Tok Pisin- came up to help people communicate. 
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The church is the result of an enormous effort of Lutheran Churches in Germany, Australia, USA, 

Finland and Canada to bring the Gospel to this very large island. In our congregation there are 
links with this mission: Jonathan Frerichs was born there in a missionary family and Christoph 

and Elisabeth Benn were going to work in a hospital of the ELC-PNG when last minute it changed 

to Tanzania (ELCT).           
 

The Lutheran Mission New Guinea became the largest Protestant Mission Enterprise in history 

with at one point in time (the sixties) 650 missionaries (plus their families) in the field. This was 

necessary because there was no functioning infrastructure and government structures were also 
very minimal. The church provided almost everything: in addition to the so-called core function 

of proclaiming the Gospel with pastoral ministry and administration of the sacraments, the 

Lutheran Mission in New Guinea (and later the ELC-PNG) were providing education (from 
teacher training colleges till elementary schools and kindergarten), health care (hospitals health 

centers and aid posts), national coverage for cooperatives for producer and consumer goods (incl. 

supermarkets), flight connections (Luther Air), Lutheran Steelworks, Lutheran Fiberglass 
Products and –as largest operation- Lutheran Shipping.  

 

In 1975 the country became independent and in 1976 the church became an independent church. 
Both ‘independences’ were as much a right as a challenge. As much as the country was not ready 

to adopt a ‘Westminster’ (UK) political system, be a constitutional democracy and able to choose 

the path of development suitable to the needs and interests of the people, so was the church not 

ready to take over this huge organization with so many un-church like activities. 
 

Within the Lutheran Communion a major assessment was undertaken in 1975-1977 resulting in a 

300 page report with recommendations on how to deal with all these challenges. It is sad to see 
that none of these recommendations have actually been followed through. 

 

Jumping now to 2010 the ELC-PNG Synod elected a pastor to be Bishop, whose brother was the 
Governor of Morobe Province and who had graciously covered all the costs of the Synod. The 

same Synod also revised the ELC-PNG constitution, among others reducing the executive powers 

of the Bishop and emphasizing his spiritual leadership role. A self-appointed press officer of the 

newly elected Bishop publicly burned this new constitution and this opened a period of enormous 
challenges for this church.  
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Earlier leaders in the church had tried to cope with the existing challenges in the church: 
theological education, keeping all districts together, raising income for the church ministries and 

running all relatively large scale operations in health care, education and in shipping. Serious 

problems have occurred earlier in the eighties and nineties and before 2010, and – in retrospect – 
most of the ministries suffered from step by step down-grading, reduction in quality and quantity. 

This is hard for all involved; for the leaders, the ordinary members and for the partners of the 

church. 

 
Under the present leadership, where elected leaders were actively undoing the actions of other 

elected leaders, the church arrived in a crisis that is not only organizational. The sad thing is that it 

is also a spiritual crisis. And the two dimensions are negatively influencing each other. 
 

 
In the process the ELC-PNG had also become totally dependent on overseas support from its 

partners. Of course there were discussions about (euphemisms like) ‘mutual dependency’, but the 
money power became a serious issue which burdened the partnership relations.  

 

Lutheran Shipping stopped making any operational surplus in 2007 and stopped paying any dues 

within the church structure in 2010. The first casualty of that was the forced transfer of the 
church’s own pension fund to a National Fund. As the church had transferred properties to their 

own (pension) investment fund, the church lost those properties in this transfer. Another 

important investment of the church got completely stuck in the Lutheran Shipping business and 
the revenue was wasted on keeping 309 workers on staff in a company that could hardly keep one 

ship operational (of its 11 vessels). In 2013 this company had accumulated 8 million Euro of 

unpaid bills and this risk had to be immediately contained (before it would drag the church into a 
deep whole of losses and bankruptcies). 

 

At the same time the church had an increasing overdraft in their bank account in order to be able 

to process the payroll for its 147 staff (the number includes all teachers in the bible schools and 
seminaries). Properties of the church were collateral. As a third immediate need the church was 
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losing control over its lands and properties, because absence of activities and management gave 

people, including church members, the impression that they could ‘grab’ the land of the church2. 
 

In 2014 we started with the implementation of a clearly defined change process. It turned out that 

it is quite possible to improve ‘things’ in the organization:  revenue is now restored, arrears are 
paid and deficits are recovered, land gets protected and developed, the old company is in 

liquidation and a small shipping service will be restored. What is much more complicated is 

everything related to ‘people’:  

 Some staff that had organized for themselves petty islands of power and privileges, have 

passively and actively resisted the change 

 The Bishop derailed completely and took the Church Council to court for taking decisions 

he did not approve. Of course the National Court ruled that the Church Council acted in 

accordance with the ELC-PNG Constitution, but the damage is done. 

 It turns out to be very difficult to motivate staff to work as teams after they all survived 

individually in years of non-cooperation. 

 
After all these facts and details of what happened, the following main picture of transition 

remains: 

 Maybe this is the last phase of a long period of transition from a mission operation to an 

indigenous church. The leaders and the Council are still struggling with the question “what 

church do we want/need to be?” How do we reconcile international and formal models of 

being church with our own realities and cultures? Clearly the burden of taking over that 

huge mission operation with so many add-ons (to core church functions) was too heavy 

and maybe just bound to fail? What are the side-effects of such ‘failures’ and the 

accompanying tensions? 

 Transition is also just normal, because a church has to constantly adapt to new conditions 

(“nothing is as it used to be” should not be seen as a complaint, but as a truism.)  

 The challenges this church is/was facing are so enormous and complex for a grassroots 

organization that it paralyzes people. The psychological effect of failure after failure and of 

conflicts arising, even leading to court cases, must not be underestimated. There is 

                                                 
 

2 Land grabbing is a major concern in many developing countries. 
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definitely no “Yes we can” atmosphere. And the problem was that people in the church 

organization started to doubt that God could come to the rescue of His church. 

 In the transition we are talking about transformation (in line with the mission document of 

the LWF: Transformation, Reconciliation, Empowerment). We have to be willing to be 

transformed both as an organization and as individuals. When one of the most difficult 

decisions had to be taken (the liquidation of the Shipping Company), the Church Council 

spontaneously organized prayer meetings, where the members were clearly searching for 

the power of the Spirit. 

 The transition will be long and most probably difficult. For the contents of the change we 

are guided by a policy document the church had started to develop under the previous 

Bishop, then called Vision 2010 and now renamed Vision 2020. In those difficult conditions 

the church could not come to implementation of that vision, because it looked as if with 

each step the church got into bigger problems. Now that the basic “things” are being 

resolved, there will be space to ‘transform’ the church to a body that performs holistic 

ministries in a sustainable and relevant manner. Somehow we have to find a structure and 

ways of operation that fit in the Melanesian culture. And we have to find how the Gospel is 

proclaimed in a relevant way in PNG. The Church Council is enthusiastic about St. Francis’ 

view on this: “Proclaim the Gospel every day; when necessary use words”. In that context 

the Church Council decided that the church should continue to assist in coastal (shipping) 

transport. With the restored revenue a small Lutheran Shipping Services is now organized, 

with operations completely outsourced, and a new ship is presently being built (without 

outside support). When the ship will arrive at the shores of the remote island communities 

they will realize that the church (the Body of Christ) is there for them.  

 

 

Greetings from Stephen and Rebecca Larson  

May 13, 2015 

Greetings from Canada to the ELCG –  

Nine months ago today at the Geneva airport we were waving goodbye to dear friends as we left 

Geneva for the “second time” and headed to retirement in Canada. We are glad to report that it 

has been a soft landing, and that we are well. 

We are living in Waterloo County in southern Ontario, near where we lived during the first year 

of our marriage 42 years ago. Originally settled by German Lutheran and Mennonite (and some 

Swiss!) farmers and business owners, it is known for its farmers’ markets, hand-sewn quilts, 
antique shops and homemade pies. Many Old Order Mennonite families still travel by horse and 

buggy, so it’s not unusual to see cars and buggies sharing the same roads and parking lots.  

We have moved from apartment living in Versoix to a large, historic southern Ontario brick home 

built in 1888. It has a large veranda looking out on the main street of our town, New Hamburg – a 
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good vantage point for the two local parades: vintage cars in August and Santa Claus in 

December. It is the parsonage, or “pastor’s house” of Trinity Lutheran Church where Steve is the 
interim pastor. Trinity is an active congregation with an interfaith counseling centre and a 

children’s daycare housed in its building, a “faith and film” discussion series, and a lot of 

community involvement. Trinity is now in the process of sponsoring a family from Burma 
through the Canadian refugee sponsorship programme.  We await the arrival of a young couple 

and their three year old son from a camp in Thailand. We are all busy learning basic words in 

Thai. And, we are glad they will be arriving in summer as the -30 degree winter weather will be a 

shock for them – as it was for us!  

In addition to interim ministry, Steve is increasingly involved in synod and other ecumenical 

networks. In February he was the main presenter for the annual Bishops’ Retreat for Lutheran and 

Anglican clergy in Ontario.  Next July, he will be the Lutheran keynote speaker at the national 
Lutheran / Anglican worship conference along with Rev. Bruce Jenneker, Rector, from 

Durbanville, Cape Town, South Africa as the Anglican keynote speaker.  He turned down an 

invitation to teach a worship course at Waterloo Lutheran Seminary due to his ongoing work as 

chair of the International Worship Planning Committee for the LWF’s 12th Assembly in 2017 – a 
responsibility which took him to Geneva and Namibia in March.  

Becki has spent the year working with clients at three counseling sites, and is now in the process 

of becoming registered in Ontario as a psychotherapist – a longstanding vocational dream. This 
autumn, she will be based at the Delton Glebe Counseling Centre which allows her to work in the 

midst of a community of colleagues. The Glebe Centre is connected to Waterloo Lutheran 

Seminary as well as to the two universities in Waterloo – a city just twenty minutes from where 
we live. Becki also just completed teaching a Doctor of Ministry course at Waterloo Lutheran 

Seminary, and anticipates more teaching in the autumn. 

Most importantly we have discovered community as long-time friends, church colleagues and 

new relationships have provided a warm welcome for us. We are glad to be able to connect with 
former ELCG members in the area: Kristine Greenaway, JoAnn Lam & Deborah and Gideon 

Sitorus in Toronto; Arden Court and his family in Waterloo along with Marlene and Alex 

Reddekop (good friends of Roswitha Golder who were ELCG members before our time but with 
whom we find we have much in common). A fun surprise was going to get coffee and croissants 

at a local French patisserie in Toronto at Christmas and literally bumping into Andrew Donaldson 

at the street door entrance, who was also out in search for good French coffee and pastries. 
Andrew and Wendy’s daughter, Hillary, lives near our daughter, Katie, in Toronto.  

The big news in our lives is that both our daughters are “great with child” and we look forward to 

welcoming two new grandchildren sometime in June. Sarah, Shane and their two-year old son, 

Aaron, were evacuated from Burundi in April due to political tensions. They are now in Chicago 
where their baby will be born. Katie and Lance are in Toronto – an hour drive from us on “a good 

traffic” day. So, we look forward to a summer of shuttling between the North American Great 

Lakes to meet and greet these two new little ones 
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.  

 

 

In the midst of it all we have done some traveling. In October, we were in Seattle for the funeral of 
Roger Anderson, a university and seminary classmate and dear friend of ours (whose wife, 

Arletta, was once a guest organist for an ELCG worship service in the 1990s).  It was very special 

for us to also attend the funeral of Walter Schultz, former ELCG member (and treasurer for many 
years), in Winnipeg in December.  In March, we enjoyed time in Bujumbura with Sarah and her 

family, and in April we went to Cuba for a week’s vacation to celebrate our mid-60-something 

retirement era birthdays with some serious relaxing. We also made trips to Toronto to be with 
Katie and Lance, connect with friends and enjoy the many great cultural events the city has to 

offer. 

Amidst it all we miss Geneva and the ELCG and think of you often.  We visit the web site from 

time to time to check in on Ray’s remarkable global video outreach of the ELCG’s amazing 
ministry.  

Grace and peace to you all, 

Stephen and Rebecca Larson  

Attached photos – Our arrival day in New Hamburg last August; Katie and Lance; Sarah and her 
family. 
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Save the Date – Congregational Trip to Taizé, 10 September 

On Thursday 10th September (jeudi du Jeûne genevois, a public holiday in Geneva canton), the 
congregation is planning a day-trip to Taizé. The Taizé Community is known for many things, 
including their ecumenical orientation, their warm welcome, and their distinctive style of 
meditative worship. While we weren’t able to reserve a weekend at our usual retreat location in 
St-Cergue this fall, this day-trip will be a great time together as a community. Information sheets 
are available at the church or by contacting the church office. Whether you've been before or not, 
we hope you’ll take this opportunity to spend the day together and to experience the community 
and worship at Taizé. 
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