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O that my words were written down! 
O that they were inscribed in a book!
O that with an iron pen and with lead
They were engraved on a rock forever!
For I know that my Redeemer lives…
(Job 19: 23-25a)

The theme of this issue is “Transforming Suffering.” It looks 
at how we people of faith are handling the universal experi-
ence of human suffering that has entered our lives in one 
way or another. 
 The scriptural passage selected comes from the Book of Job. 
Job knows, in the deepest corpuscle of his flesh and bones, a 
kind of suffering which has driven him to see God as alienated 
from his life and his friends as people who just never get it.
 Job wishes for vindication before God and fellow humans 
for suffering that he considers undeserved. He cries out for a 
“redeemer” (commentators say that “vindicator” would actu-
ally be a better translation). Job is desperately looking for help 
from any corner. Perhaps there is one who could provide some 
kind of justification for his life, a kind of mediator who would 
stand before God and others on his behalf and set things 
straight (see vv. 25b-29).
 But Job also cries that his curse might be redressed through 
the published word: “O that my words were written down!” 
Words published are perceived to provide a kind of permanency 
and authority: words written on a scroll, chiseled into rock, per-
haps even digitized on the more ephemeral World Wide Web. 
They can extend one’s life beyond the grave. Job knows that, 
even if he were to die at this very moment, his words could still 
have life if only they were published.
 In a way, Job gets his wish. His words have been published. 
A book, published for millennia, is named after him. It is a 
masterful work with God as the main subject, friends who 
are trying to “comfort” him, an enemy and finger-pointing 
accuser, and Job and his family. The deep questions of human 
existence are asked. It pictures human alienation from God, 
self, and others, and a lingering despair which often accompa-
nies long-term suffering. 
 But then, at the end of the day, Job’s story asks us to give 
room for one more Voice which we may be drowning out with 
our own flood of words, fears, and pain. “Be still and know that 
I am God” (Psalm 46:10).
 In this issue, we will take you on various editorial excur-
sions to hear what other people of faith have to say about 
the experience of human pain. John Dellis describes how one 
congregation, in partnership with others, is bringing assistance, 
as well as Word and Sacrament ministry to homeless men and 
women in San Antonio. Rebecca Otterness, a nurse and long-
term caregiver, offers advice on how congregations can care for 
the caregivers in their settings. Southeastern Iowa Synod com-
municator, Jodi Deike, relates a story, through the eyes of its last 
pastor, of the dreams and struggles of one Iowan congregation 

which eventually decided to close its doors. Finally, a profes-
sor emeritus of the Hebrew Scriptures, Dan Simundson, shares 
insights into the place and purpose of the lament psalms.
 I mentioned in my Nov./Dec. 2007 Comment that one of 
the characteristics of our editorial content for 2008 would be 
the authors’ use of the first-person, narrative style to tell their 
stories. We begin to move in that direction with this issue. Each 
author of our major features has also written a short first-person 
reflection of their article’s subject. Future issues will continue to 
pursue this first-person narration.
 We are making some changes in our regular features and 
departments for 2008. Partners Media Review will continue 
to include assessments of current books and video products 
useful in congregational life. We are adding a review section 
of Web-based resources for leadership. Lutheran Partners Online 
will include resources which are more time-sensitive and can be 
found in blogs, podcasts, and online articles.
 Two pastors, Marcus Kunz and Stephanie Frey, are introduc-
ing a new initiative called “Written on the Heart.” The editors 
have selected a topic of interest regarding ministry and elicited 
responses from our readers (this issue: how the Scriptures have 
helped persons deal with an experience of suffering on page 
10). In the future, you will be able to respond to posted topics 
via regular mail or e-mail at writtenontheheart@elca.org. You can 
also visit us online at www.elca.org/lutheran partners/writtenon 
theheart. 
 We are introducing a photo feature called “Book End” (see 
page 34). We will choose a photo from the ELCA Archives which 
reflects the issue’s theme. 
 Online-only departments will include “Handiwork,” George 
Murphy’s faith and science column, to be published in every 
other issue beginning with the current one. Readers will also be 
able to read the remaining biblical word study columns written 
by Terence Mullins—“Some Words About…” (his column will 
conclude at the end of 2008). Lutheran Partners Online is found 
at www.elca.org/lutheranpartners. At times, additional articles will 
be posted which reflect the issue’s theme.
 Take a look at the themes we have chosen for 2008 for our 
six issues. See the sidebar “Editorial Themes for 2008” on the 
next page.
 Not all of our changes will appear right away. There will be 
fine-tuning throughout the year. For instance, I hope to begin 
regular features which will support the ELCA’s Book of Faith 
Initiative, both in print and online. 
 Finally, I need to acknowledge and thank many who have 
had a hand in this re-design project. First, I take my hat off to 
the members of my chief advisory committee, the Publication 
Committee, for the time, effort, and vision they have provided. 
The members are Linda Francisco Bets, Des Moines, IA; Carol 
Breimeier, Park Ridge, IL; Marcus R. Kunz, Cedar Falls, IA; and 
Mark Wilhelm, Chicago, IL. Special thanks goes to Ruth Reko, 
who facilitated strategic planning meetings for the Publication 
Committee.

COMMENT Inscribed in a Book 
William A. Decker



7LUTHERAN PARTNERS January/February 2008   

 I also am grateful for the contribu-
tions made by our newly formed Editorial 
Advisory Committee who selected the 
themes. Its members include: Susan 
Daniels, Pewaukee, WI; Rayford Grady, 
Chicago, IL; Tom Lyberg, Carol Stream, 
IL; and Jennifer Moland-Kovash, Palatine, 
IL. 
 This re-designed publication would 
not appear in your mail box or on the 
Internet without the hands-on exper-
tise of many persons. I’d like to thank 
Ann Rezny, graphic designer; Peggy 
Blomenberg and Connie Sletto, copy-
editors and proofreaders (Connie Sletto 
has also worked as project coordinator); 
Melinda Valverde, administrative assis-
tant; David Scott, Web designer; and 
Jeannette May, advertising representa-
tive.
 Of course, we’re especially grateful 
for the many authors, columnists, and 
advertisers, both past and present, who 
have been willing to share their thoughts 
and views, and products and services. 
 Thanks must also go to our pub-
lisher, Augsburg Fortress Publishers, of 
Minneapolis, Minnesota, for the many 
services rendered on our behalf, and for 
the support of the Publishing Services 
team, the ELCA Communication Services 
unit, and the Vocation and Education 
program unit where Lutheran Partners is 
located in the churchwide organization. 
 This is your magazine. We hope the 
redesign serves you well. Please let us 
know what you think. What’s helpful? 
What’s not helpful? How can we serve 
our leaders with material which is com-
pelling, useful, and pertinent, and which 
honors the gospel of Jesus Christ, our 
Scriptures, and the church? Send us ideas 
for future thematic topics and articles. 
Send us names of potential authors. 
Contact me at william.decker@elca.org 
and let me know.
 Thanks for your partnership in the 
gospel.

William A. Decker is editor of Lutheran 
Partners magazine, Chicago, Illinois.

Editorial Themes for 2008
January/February – Transforming Suffering
 How faith in Christ is shaping the power-
ful experience of human suffering.

March/April – Vocation Lived Out 
(Higher Education and Church/Lifelong 
Learning)
 Vocation, a central Lutheran motif, fixes 
our sights on how God is calling us to serve 
our neighbor. We will hear the voices of 
God’s people (students, professors, pastors 
and graduates in various professions) speak 
about their God-driven vocations. 

May/June – In the Middle of the Night
 God never sleeps nor slumbers. But 
what might this mean in the wee hours 
of the night in places such as hospitals or 
Bible camps? Or through ecumenical urban 
“night” ministries? Or even when one is 
asleep and dreaming?

July/August – Taking Center Stage 
 Our culture places a high premium on 
entertainment and the arts. Our authors will 

speak about the place these values have in 
the life of the church and how they both sup-
port and detract Christians as they worship 
God and follow Christ.

September/October – Real People Read 
the Bible
 The Bible is the place where Christians 
believe the voice of God can be heard 
through the words of its many human 
authors. Our ordained and lay leaders will 
reveal how they study, read, and use these 
life-giving words.

November/December – The Changing 
Church
 In today’s congregations, those coming 
to worship may have little or no background 
regarding how Lutherans have commonly 
organized worship. We will examine how 
congregational leaders deal with this reality. 

—William A. Decker

In this issue, we will take you on various editorial excursions to hear what other people of 
faith have to say about the experience of human pain.

COPYRIGHT REPRINTS FOR
CONGREGATIONAL SONG

INCLUDING REPRINT RIGHTS
NEVER BEFORE AVAILABLE

Includes thousands of titles from over forty of today's top 
church music publishers 

New publishers continually being added
Convenient online reporting

Fair pricing based on the size of your community

LOG ON NOW!
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All letters to be published in Lutheran Partners 

Magazine/Lutheran Partners Online must be 

signed. Address: Editor, Lutheran Partners, 8765 

W. Higgins Road, Chicago, IL 60631-4101; e-mail, 

Lutheran.Partners@elca.org, Lutheran_Partners@

ecunet.org, or LUTHERAN PARTNERS (if on 

Ecunet/Lutherlink). Or go to Lutheran Partners 

Online at www.elca.org/lutheranpartners/letters/

submit.html. Because we wish to publish as many 

letters as possible and at the same time maintain 

some control over the length of the letters section, 

letters should be no more than 600 words in length. 

Shorter letters are preferred. Those selected for publi-

cation may be excerpted in the interest of space.

Deeply Challenged by Change 

George Murphy’s article “Are We Having a 

Heat Wave?” (Sept./Oct. 2007) is a gentle and 

cautious acknowledgment of global warming. 

It is timely.

 The climate change problem is quite pos-

sibly the most serious issue facing human 

survival. Beyond the U.S. borders, people 

are taking action. For example, the Svalbard 

International Seed Vault is being established 

in Norway. Its mission is “intended to hold 

in cold storage as many as 3 million seeds 

to combat the loss of biological diversity, to 
reduce vulnerability of agricultural production 
to climate change, and to secure future food 
production capability. It will be a seed bank 
of last resort for the world” (from Resource 
Shelf online newsletter). This “doomsday” 
seed vault is deemed necessary because human 
activity is able to seriously endanger the biodi-
versity and ecology of the earth. 
 Here are reasons I see for why the church, 
in particular, has difficulty addressing the ethi-
cal challenges in a global warming age.
 Our historical focus has been on salvation 
beyond this world. When heaven is our home, 
we are less interested in this world’s future. 
The destruction of the world seems acceptable, 
even biblical. Evangelicals have honed this 
message well. 
 Roman Catholics again focus on increas-
ing the population, promoting bigger fami-
lies. Despite the fact that in my life time the 
human population has tripled in 60 years, 
this Christian communion appears to have 
no framework to imagine what a 12-16 billion 
population future will do to the environment. 
 We have succeeded in preventive medicine 
to rid the world of dreaded diseases. The suc-
cess in medicine and preventive health may 

well be part of the reason the environment is 
more impacted by human activity. This raises 
a difficult moral challenge. Preventive medi-
cine has blessed us with longer, more healthy 
lives. Meanwhile, we seem to have no ethical 
or religious basis for self-limiting our popula-
tion. When China did it, we were morally 
outraged.
 Humans impact virtually every environ-
mental system on earth. We tinker with every-
thing. Our technologies are powerful and 
are becoming even more so. Theologically, 
we have no other place to go than to accept 
that humans today have risen to a position 
of power over the life and death of our planet 
greater than all our ancestors. We are learning 
how things work through scientific investiga-
tion. Knowledge is power, we’ve been told. 
And powerful knowledge is coming fast. How 
will it be used? Who will own it? Will it be 
used in addressing the global climate change 
challenge? Or will we continue “conquering 
nature?” What will we Lutherans do with the 
knowledge acquired that gives us the power of 
life and death over our environment and the 
survival of humanity?
 An environmental scientist I know tells me 
every time I see him, “I pray for my grandchil-

LETTERS
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dren who I fear are going to see things nobody 

should experience.” He is deeply troubled 

by the current trends in global warming. He 

will then say, “Environmental scientists have 

catastrophe on their side. It is when there is a 

catastrophe that people finally listen.” 

  Maybe catastrophe will be our salvation? 

Will we listen and learn? Or when environ-

mental catastrophe comes, will the religious 

smugly sit and judge those affected by such 

“acts of God” labeling them sinners deserving 

what they get? We saw some of that from cer-

tain evangelicals during the destruction of New 

Orleans by Hurricane Katrina. So forgive me for 

being less than optimistic about our Christian 

witness in a global-warming world. We are 

deeply challenged by this growing crisis. 

 

DON KNUDSON

Minneapolis, Minnesota

Democracy’s Prominence

It seems as though our country and its lead-

ers almost deify democracy. We might add 

churches to that deification also.

 If democracy were commanded by God, 

we would be worshiping a golden calf named 

Jehovah that Aaron the “facilitator” helped 

the voters create, even giving an excuse that 

any politician would be proud of for carrying 

out the wishes of the democratic majority.

 I could list any number of majority votes 
that didn’t seem to please God. [God] did not 
approve of the majority who wanted a king. 
And how many of God’s prophets were voted 
down and even killed for daring to contest the 
majority wishes?
 I could find almost none of the democratic 
votes of the people in the Bible that endorsed 
God’s plans. The majority voted down the 
Messiah as God predicted. Many sinful peo-
ples’ votes are not much better than one sinful 
person’s vote.
 Today we are trying to enforce democ-
racy on Iraq. Even Colin Powell, our former 
Secretary of State, said, “Democracy is not for 
everyone.” In interviewing people from Arab 
nations, he found that democracy frightens 
them. They told him, “Do you know what 
would happen if we had Jeffersonian democ-
racy? The fundamentalists would win and we 
would have no more elections.” We weren’t 
happy when Hamas won the election. What 
if the majority in a country voted to wipe 
out Israel just as the majority of our Congress 
voted for war with Iraq even if the motivation 
was false and contrived?
 And what about democracy in our church 
today? Arild Borch of the Canadian church 
gave a talk once at a [national assembly] where 
he did nothing but read the motions that had 
passed former [national assemblies], and we all 
broke up in laughter at the stupidity of those 

leaders back then. The question he left with us, 

“What motions will pass at this [meeting]?”

 I remember in one [national assembly] when 

the issue of capital punishment came up. Franklin 

[Clark] Fry, by a trick of political maneuvering, 

put a letter from J. Edgar Hoover as the last item 

on the agenda. This action preserved our recom-

mendation of capital punishment by a very slim 

margin. Is our church politically maneuvering 

today also? It left a very cynical attitude in the 

minds of many on actions passed back then. It 

will do no better today.

 It is shocking to me and to many pastors 

and lay people I talk with that the Constitution 

and the votes of the [national assembly] must 

be followed to the letter, but interpretation of 

God’s Holy Word is left up to private feelings 

and opinions. The excuse is often given that 

we must keep the church up-to-date on cur-

rent issues and concerns. The feelings of the 

people often counter the clear Word of God.

 I feel that, imperfect as it is, democracy is still 

the best form of government for America, but to 

force it on the world and to make it the deciding 

factor in our [assembly] decisions, should only be 

done with careful study, caution, and common 

sense. A little prayer always helps, too!

ROBERT S. OVE

Rio Rancho, New Mexico 
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Introducing New Feature

A new feature, Written on the Heart, begins with this issue. 
These stories are real-life narratives about experiences in which 
a word from God—perhaps familiar, perhaps fresh—speaks with 
new or renewed power. They are provided by the readers of 
Lutheran Partners.
 We will provide a theme or topic as a focus, but the 
announced themes will be suggestively broad. We encourage 
readers to contribute narratives from their own experiences that 
tell of real people, real life, real ministry, and the Word “written 
on the heart” that speaks in the midst of it.
 Contributions will be reviewed and potentially edited for 
clarity, length, and appropriateness. When requested or other-
wise indicated, the name of the contributor 
may be withheld. Please submit your contri-
bution by e-mail to writtenontheheart@elca.org

Writers Wanted/Deadlines Posted

Our production schedules are fairly lengthy. We 
need adequate time to process the narratives. 
 To respond to our theme in the May/June 
issue, you’ve got to be quick. The theme is “In 
the Middle of the Night.” Not everyone is 
sleeping. In the middle of the night God lib-
erated Israel and resurrected Jesus. What have 
you experienced? Deadline: January 10.
 You will have until February 15 to respond to our July/
August theme, “When Everyone Was Watching.” Ministry 
happens in full public view—sometimes on a stage, sometimes 
in a fishbowl.  What have you seen and how have you been 
viewed?
 Themes for the remainder of the year include “For the Bible 
Tells Me So” (Sept./Oct.) and “Change Happens” (Nov./Dec.). 
Further information on these themes will be published in 
upcoming issues.
 You can also visit our Web site at www.elca.org/lutheran-
partners/writtenontheheart to read responses and write new 
submissions.

Stephanie K. Frey is lead pastor at Trinity Lutheran Church, Spring 
Grove, Minnesota. Marcus R. Kunz is senior pastor at St. John 
Lutheran Church, Cedar Falls, Iowa. 

Transforming Suffering

 For the first few issues of “Written on the Heart” in 2008, the 
editors have sought out contributors. The following narratives speak 
of experiences of suffering which have undergone some kind of 
transformation. Our authors have also shared Scripture that became 
important to them during their experiences.
 Our contributors include Christine Finsand, Chatfield, MN, Bruce 
Kuenzel, Los Alamos, NM, Jimalee Jones, Hancock, MI, David Doely, 

Cedar Falls, IA, Philip J. Knutson, Cape Town, South Africa, and 
David S. Wall, Lakeville, MN.

Passing Through

We had a hunch that something was not right, but there was no 
way to prepare for the news following blood tests and a bone 
marrow biopsy. A voice in the back of my mind offered the 
refrain that everything would be fine and the diagnosis would 
be that of normal blood. Yet, my husband Eric and I both knew 
deep down that something was terribly wrong. Then the hema-
tologist looked at me and said, “You have chronic myeloid leu-
kemia.” It was a stunning moment that left me deaf and numb 
to whatever else the physician went on to say. I couldn’t take 

it in. What do we do now? Who needs to 
know first? And what will happen to our 
two little boys, ages seven and nine?
 We walked away from the examining 
room in a fog. Even pushing the down but-
ton on the elevator seemed to take more 
energy than we had, as we tried to find a 
place in our lives for this new information.
 Dietrich Bonhoeffer wrote that we are 
wonderfully carried by Good Powers even 
as we await whatever may come. We did 
find our way through that fog and in time 
we began to live into a new kind of nor-
mal. I have come to a place in my life in 

which the reality of daily oral chemotherapy and its side-effects 
have become somewhat routine, even as I struggle to live the 
life of parenting and ministry to which I have been called. 
 One passage has echoed through my consciousness, given 
to me by God as a place to lean and exist, to be wonderfully 
carried, when things are really miserable. “But now thus says 
the Lord, he who created you, O Jacob, he who formed you, O 
Israel: Do not fear, for I have redeemed you; I have called you by 
name, you are mine. When you pass through the waters, I will 
be with you; and through the rivers, they shall not overwhelm 
you; when you walk through fire you shall not be burned, and 
the flame shall not consume you” (Isaiah 43:1-2).
 I rest in the assurance that God is with me. I know that I 
am wonderfully carried by the One who has called me, the One 
who knows me and loves me best. 

Christine Finsand
Chatfield, Minnesota

Who Really Builds? 

Eleven years ago the congregation and the community I served 
in Granite Falls, Minnesota, suffered the first of a series of disas-
ters. That spring the Minnesota River overflowed its banks in 
a record-setting flood, destroying homes and main street busi-

WRITTEN ON THE HEART 
Editors: Stephanie K. Frey and Marcus R. Kunz


