
5 WAYS to use Stories of Faith in Action in your congregation
Stories of Faith in Action is a free, annual publication that highlights how God is changing lives through Mission 
Support, the percentage of your congregational offering that is shared with your synod and your churchwide 
organization. Together as the ELCA we serve God’s people through our 10,000 congregations, 65 synods and many 
churchwide ministries across the United States and around the world. 

How can you inspire ELCA members with this publication? Here are our top five ways:

1. As part of your annual stewardship emphasis
Order additional free copies of Stories of Faith in Action and distribute them in member stewardship packets and/or keep 
them near your stewardship bulletin board or display. Let your members know that their giving in 2014 helped make these 
stories possible. 

2. In your weekly bulletin or on the bulletin board
Selected stories from this publication are available as bulletin inserts to complement your existing church communications. 
Download bulletin inserts for printing and find a printer-friendly, color poster to hang on a bulletin board at www.ELCA.org/
Resources/Stories-of-Faith-in-Action.

3. As devotions at council meetings and other congregational gatherings
When devotions are needed, read one story and include a prompt for reflection. Questions might include: 
• Where do I see myself or our congregation in this story? 
• Which partnerships made this ministry possible?
• What potential for ministry do I see in our congregation? 

Close your devotion with a prayer for the ministries and people featured in the story and for the continued work of the ELCA.

4. For retreats and leadership planning sessions
Looking for creative ways to spark new ministries in your congregation? Stories of Faith in Action can provide fresh ideas 
for retreats and planning sessions. Prior to the event, assign selected reading in Stories of Faith in Action. During breakout 
sessions, use the stories as a springboard for brainstorming. 

5. To share with new, hospitalized or homebound members
Share the colorful, inviting features of Stories of Faith 
in Action at new-member orientation and with those 
who have limited mobility and help them feel more 
connected to the work of the wider church. 

Get started today!
Visit www.ELCA.org/Resources/Stories-of-Faith-in-Action now to:

• Order free copies of Stories of Faith in Action to be delivered  

to your congregation. (All you have to cover is shipping!)

• Download bulletin insert designs containing selected stories from this publication.

• Download a Mission Support FAQ sheet for council, finance or congregational meetings.

• Download a Stories of Faith in Action poster template for printing at your congregation or at  

your local copy center.

Young reformers around the world
“I am freed from church walls and freed 
for service in community,” said Monica 
Villarreal, pastor redeveloper of Salem 
Lutheran Church in Flint, Mich.

Answering the questions, “What are you 
freed from? What are you freed for?” was 
Villarreal’s introduction to the Global 
Young Reformers Network. Launched by 
the Lutheran World Federation (LWF), 
the network is one component of the 
organization’s observance of the 500th 
anniversary of the Protestant Reformation 
in 2017. The LWF is a global communion 
of Christian churches in the Lutheran 
tradition. The ELCA is the only U.S. 
member church of the communion. 

Villarreal and other under-30 pastors and 
lay leaders on the Global Young Reformers 
Network steering committee—from 
Namibia, Sweden, Ethiopia, Germany, 
Latvia and Singapore—are inviting young 
Lutherans into this new network to 
celebrate their roots, claim their identity 
and continue the Reformation. 

Under the theme “Freed by God’s Love to 
Change the World,” young leaders from 
many countries are gathering through 

online platforms and face-to-face events. 
In the U.S., discussions about freedom and 
faith animated participants at the 2015 
ELCA Youth Gathering in Detroit. 

Eventually the network will include 
representatives from every member 
church of the LWF. Drawing on their gifts, 
voice and passion, the young reformers 
will create and lead “Living Reformation” 
projects that demonstrate ecclesia semper 
reformanda—the church in ongoing 
reformation. 

“Our vision is to grow communion in the 
community of young people grounded in 
the Lutheran tradition,” Villarreal said. 
“Our church may have started in Germany, 
but it is a global expression today.”

As Villarreal has watched her Flint congre-
gation open up to newcomers and wel-
come change, she has seen the connection 
between reformation and renewal.

“Seeking the work of the Spirit does 
mean change,” she said. “I think the LWF 
is open to challenging itself around the 
Reformation, and this is a chance for young 
people to shape that on a worldwide level.”

For more Stories of Faith in Action, visit www.livinglutheran.com.
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Built on a rock
Under the golden rock face of the 
mountains in the northern Yunnan 
province of China is nestled a small white 
church with a tile roof. More than 200 Lisu 
worshipers and their international guests, 
including ELCA Presiding Bishop Elizabeth 
A. Eaton, marched outside the church 
singing in Chinese: “Come friends, to the 
little church on the mountain. For the 
blessing of eternal life is more than silver 
and gold, for here we meet God.” 

Seventy percent of the Lisu people, one of 
China’s 55 ethnic minorities, are Christian. 
The gospel was first introduced to them 
some 100 years ago. Even today the Lisu 
live and farm in rugged mountain terrain, 
where some walk for hours to attend 
worship on Sunday.

The ELCA first connected with a Lisu 
community north of Lijiang after a 1996 
earthquake, helping renovate houses and 
build schools, said He Wen-qin, director 
of the Lisu Cultural Association. ELCA 
support continues today: schoolchildren re-
ceive computers; farmers receive goats and 
walnut seedlings; and churches are built.

The newly dedicated Meile Anqi (Rock of 
Ages) Christian Church is the most recent 
development. “This is the best facility in 

the province for the people,” Wen-qin said. 
The small complex includes the church 
building, a community center, a kitchen and 
outhouses. Its architectural elements both 
preserve and celebrate the Lisu culture. 

In Lijiang, the Yulong County Bible 
Training Center houses 21 students. 
Ranging in age from 14 to 26, they study 
the Bible, music, Christian education, 
preaching and other skills to equip them 
to be lay leaders and evangelists. They will 
serve alongside the current two pastors to 
meet the needs of some 50 congregations 
and worship points in the region.

Many of these young church leaders will 
continue to farm as they work with the 
church. They will rise to meet the challeng-
es of contemporary society that take many 
newly baptized away from the church. 

Through it all, the ELCA is committed to 
accompanying the Lisu community in its 
journey of faith and life.

In her message at the Meile Anqi church 
dedication, Eaton said, “We depend on you 
to preach the gospel here. And we promise 
to you, the Lisu people, that we will preach 
the gospel back in America. And together 
we can fulfill the command of Jesus, who 
told his disciples to go to all the world to 
tell about the new life we have in Jesus.”

Photo by Franklin Ishida
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Speaking out in faith
The signs are right in front of us: extreme 
weather, changing temperature patterns, 
the increase in the number of droughts. 
Our climate is changing due to global 
warming, and human beings are largely 
responsible for this, said Jim White, a 
professor of geological sciences at the 
University of Colorado Boulder.

“Once you’ve studied the issue, you 
realize there is no debate about climate 
change,” said White, who also directs the 
university’s Institute of Arctic and Alpine 
Research. “The notion of debate is a false 
narrative that people have put forward to 
delay action.”

Speaking out to inspire action in response 
to climate change has been a significant 
part of White’s work and life. White, a 
member of Trinity Lutheran Church 
in Boulder, said his faith informs his 
perspective on climate change and how 
we steward God’s creation. In July 2014 he 
stood with other Lutherans and offered 
testimony at an Environmental Protection 
Agency public hearing in Denver, where he 
argued that there are ethical implications 
that must be considered as we address 
climate change. 

“The poor of the world are disproportion-
ately being impacted [by climate change],” 
he said. “Faith and our moral compasses 
need to be considered when dealing with 
this problem.”

The event was one of four major hearings 
across the country.

Peter Severson, director for Lutheran 
Advocacy Ministry–Colorado of the 
ELCA Rocky Mountain Synod, organized 
the advocates. By participating in the 
public hearing, these leaders were able 
to “live their faith in a real way,” he said. 
“The participation of ELCA members in 
the process itself was a transformative 
experience for all involved.”

The local advocacy taking place in the 
Rocky Mountain Synod is part of a uni-
fied effort led by the ELCA churchwide 
organization’s advocacy office in Wash-
ington, D.C., as part of its “Clean Air for 
All” campaign. The ELCA advocacy office, 
working with the ELCA Metropolitan New 
York Synod, also encouraged members to 
participate in the People’s Climate March 
in September 2014. The march brought 
together thousands of people in New York 
City to raise awareness of climate change.

Mary Minette, ELCA program director 
for environmental policy and education, 
was there alongside other members of the 
ELCA advocacy network. In a blog leading 
up to the march, Minette described the har-
rowing effects of climate change that are 
predicted in the coming years, including 
destructive heat waves and flooding. “In the 
face of these sobering predictions, some 
may lose hope,” she wrote. “We march … to 
demonstrate God’s love and hope for each 
of us and for the world. We march, marked 
by the cross, saved by grace, out of love for 
our neighbors and God’s earth.”

The ELCA Advocacy staff continues its 
efforts to organize Lutherans to speak out 
for “clean air for all” through testimony, 
marches, letters and more. Through 
membership in the ELCA’s advocacy 
network, ELCA members can be leaders in 
the public square and speak out for ethical 
political action. 

For more Stories of Faith in Action, visit www.livinglutheran.com.
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Called to connect
As the daughter of an ELCA pastor and 
church musician in Sioux Falls, S.D., Sarah 
Rohde grew up thinking about ministry as 
a career. But it wasn’t until she traveled to 
Mexico through the ELCA Young Adults 
in Global Mission program that Rohde felt 
called to be a pastor.

Rohde had just graduated from Concordia 
College in Moorhead, Minn., as a Spanish, 
music and religion major when she com-
mitted to the 11-month journey to Cuer-
navaca, Mexico, which began in August 
2007. “I was craving an experience that 
took me to the limits of my understanding 
of who I am, who God is and how the world 
works,” Rohde said. 

Mexico did exactly this. “The experience 
of living in a foreign country and culture 
was a big turning point for me,” she said. 
“During my year of service, I got to touch 
some of the foundations of Christianity—
like rigorous love of one’s neighbor, 
reliance on community, trust in a strength 
beyond my own and the power of story.”

Rohde spent much of her time traveling 
to Cuentepec, an indigenous rural 
community, to meet with the women who 
lived there, most of whom spoke little 
Spanish (second to their native language 
Nahuat’l) and practiced an indigenous 
religion. She says her purpose was not 

to bring God to them but to listen, learn 
and notice how God’s Spirit was already 
present and at work in that place and in 
the people.

“In the midst of forming relationships with 
these amazing women, I realized that the 
vocation of pastor would call me to do 
much the same thing—to listen to people’s 
stories, to notice where God’s life-giving 
Spirit is at work, and then to discern 
together how we’re feeling led to live  
our lives,” Rohde said. 

Upon returning from Mexico, Rohde en-
rolled in the Lutheran School of Theology 
at Chicago, one of eight ELCA seminaries. 
She completed her studies in May 2013 and 
in August of that year began her first call 
as associate pastor of Bethlehem Lutheran 
Church in St. Charles, Ill. 

Rohde is involved in a project at Bethlehem 
called “Discipleship 24/7,” an effort to help 
members “explode their faith” beyond 
weekly worship and into their daily rou-
tines—their jobs, marriages, parenting, etc.

“My experience in Mexico has made 
me all the more passionate about the 
connections between Christian faith and 
daily life,” Rohde said. “Ultimately my call 
at Bethlehem is to continue the practice of 
accompaniment—to show up, to listen and 
to help our community discern how God  
is moving us to live and serve.”

For more Stories of Faith in Action, visit www.livinglutheran.com.
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A milestone worth celebrating 
For Ruben Duran, the message is quite clear—“the church is not dying.” That’s a different 
message, he says, than what has been widely reported in recent years about the decline 
in membership among U.S. mainline denominations like the 3.8 million-member ELCA.

As director of ELCA new congregations, Duran believes the ELCA “is not dying. We are 
changing,” particularly as this church reached a significant milestone this spring.

Since the ELCA began in 1988 as a result of a merger, more than 500 new congregations 
have been “planted, organized and [have] joined the ELCA. That is a milestone worth cel-
ebrating,” Duran said. The “changing part,” he added, is that 56 percent of all ELCA new 
starts are in ethnic-multicultural communities, and 27 percent in communities where 
people are living in poverty or low income. Another 26 ministries started with leaders 
whose congregations left the ELCA in recent years.

Put that all together, he said, and “we have 10 percent of the denomination in the 
growing stages. This is a good moment to celebrate. [The typical new congregation]  
is a fusion of many nations being welcomed into the ELCA. It reflects the country  
that we’re becoming. We are not dying. We are changing.”

For more Stories of Faith in Action, visit www.livinglutheran.com.
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Home away from home
The seeds of Parroquia Emaús, a new 
congregation in Racine, Wis., were planted 
15 years ago when its partner, Emmaus 
Evangelical Lutheran Church, started 
after-school and summer camp ministries 
for children in the congregation’s inner-
city neighborhood. Participants came  
from largely working-poor families where 
80 percent of the children live at or below 
the poverty line. 

When pastor and mission developer 
Jhon Freddy Correa was called to start 
Parroquia Emaús, he built up the new faith 
community through Emmaus’ existing 
ministries. Through their children, parents 
became involved with Correa’s home 
Bible studies and prayer groups. Over 
time, people asked for a more formal 
worship experience, so Correa organized 
all-Spanish services on Sundays after 
Emmaus held its morning worship. 

These services are important to the largely 
Latino new start because some Latinos 

felt rejected in Racine, Correa said. At 
Parroquia Emaús, “Latinos feel included—
they feel like family,” he said. “They feel 
God’s love, mercy and forgiveness. They 
feel listened to. Some felt rejected [in their 
community] but now feel at home.”

As part of its ministry, Parroquia Emaús 
partners with two local colleges to provide 
courses for the Latino community. The re-
sults are paying off. More than 70 commu-
nity members worked through Parroquia 
Emaús to complete the GED exam. And 
the neighborhood ministries for children 
continue. About 30 children are enrolled  
in the after-school program. About 30  
children attend the congregation’s five-
week summer camp. 

Emmaus’ pastor, Mary Janz, said the new 
congregation “has been a huge asset to 
Emmaus Lutheran. The kids of Parroquia 
Emaús bring a lot of life. The parents are 
people of strong faith—to hear their stories 
is inspirational.” 

For more Stories of Faith in Action, visit www.livinglutheran.com.
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