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“For you are saved by grace through faith, and this is not from yourselves; it is God’s gift.” (Ephesians 2:8)

Your Life and Ministry - Where Are You Headed?
“He who has ears to hear, let him hear what the Spirit is saying to the churches.”
The Rev. Dr. Alden W. Towberman, Dean
The summer months have been good months of ministry
in our Mission District with congregations calling
pastors, other congregations interviewing, some
working through difficulties, the joy of dedicating our
Mission District Church Camp at St. Thomas Church
Grove in Somerset, and the NALC Convocation in
Nashville. For me personally, having some time for R&R
at the beach and with my family in Virginia has been
important for renewal, prayer and reflection as well. I

I am aware as Dean, and all of our pastors are aware
that the number of people going to church is declining,
that our congregation’s generally are attended by an
active older membership, and that the number of
younger adults 18 – 40 see less need for a practicing
faith life. This is true of most denominations and
congregations, not just us Lutherans. …So don’t think
it’s just your church!

In his book, The Benedict Option, (Sentinel
don’t know about you, but I find it very
“Orthodox worship,
Books, Penguin Random House LLC, New
important and necessary to step back from
living in church
York, New York 2017), Rod Dreher writes
the usual routine of my 24/7 life in order to
community that
about this reality in a way I think you will
see the “big picture” now and then. Where
shapes our faith,
find helpful for congregations and pastors,
is our congregation going? Where are we
morals and values,
as we prepare for the present and future.
in the NALC seven years down the road
remains at the heart
from becoming a new Lutheran
While Rod Dreher has an agenda, it seemed
of who are as
denomination? Where is my ministry and
to me after reading his book I could say,
congregations and
life headed this year? Is it in accord with
“Yes! This is why God has called us to form
pastors of the NALC.”
God’s will?
Do you sometimes ask
The North American Lutheran Church.”
questions like that?
“Yes! This is the present reality.” Rather
While I was at the beach, spending some time both
than doing ministry the way we “have always done
enjoying myself and listening for God, inviting God to
it,” he address what it means to “be church today” in
“clean me out” and make me ready for a new season
a way that is informative and helpful.
of life and ministry, I did some serious reading along
In The Benedict Option,” Dreher writes about how the
with enjoying one of James Patterson’s latest top ten
secularization of Christianity and spiritual crisis have
adventure novels.
been overtaking the Church in the western world over
This past June, theologian and author Rod Dreher
the past five decades. Resulting in “unprecedented
spoke at our seminary in Ambridge during the two day
numbers of young adult Americans and others saying
“Ancient and Future’s Conference.” I purchased his
they have no religious affiliation or need for the
book and put it on my read pile for the beach.
church. According to the Pew
(cont. next page)
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Research Center (2016), one in three 18-to-39 year olds
have put religion aside, if they ever picked it up in the
first place,” he writes. “If the demographic trends
continue, our churches will soon be empty and more and
more congregations closing.”
But even more troubling, he says: “many of the churches
that do stay open will have been hollowed out by a
sneaky kind of secularism that has infected the core of
the Church to the point where the ‘Christianity’ taught
there is devoid of power and life, ...The Christianity being
practiced has little to do with the Christianity of Scripture
and the tradition of the apostles which taught
repentance, self-sacrificial love, and purity of heart,
commending suffering love – the Way of the Cross – as
the pathway to God. “Secular Christianity he argues,” is
as much of the problem in the decline of Church as the
secularization of the culture.
If he is right, and I think he is, all of our congregations and
pastors have our work cut out for us! In so many places
the church’s loss of its distinctive culture is also a loss for
the world, which God intends to bless through the
Church’s life. The result is something he calls, “Moralistic
Therapeutic Deism” (MTD) – a pseudo-Christianity that is
only tenuously connected to the actual historical
Christian tradition and is more about the worship of our
human nature than of God.
The Scripture this past month has reminded me of the
hope that is ours and heartened me as I read Dreher’s
book, reminding me that we are headed in the right
direction in The North American Lutheran Church as we
minister in our secular culture. The Parable of the Sower
in Matthew’s Gospel affirms that the power (Divine Life)
is in the “seed” and in God’s promise that when the
members of Christ’s Church sow the seed, while it will
not immediately take root everywhere, it will never
return to God empty. In some cases it will yield one
hundred fold, and in others sixty and thirty. It’s time to
put emphasis on evangelism again, to do more than offer
programs that try to attract members and raise finances.
It’s time for the Church to learn to sow the seed again
and be the Church. We have much to learn but we are
on the right track.
Keep first things first things. Orthodox worship, living in
church community that shapes our faith, morals and
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values, remains at the heart of who are as congregations
and pastors of the NALC. Our liturgies of worship, diverse
as they may be, are oriented toward praising and
partaking of Him. Through Word and Sacrament ministry
and the liturgy Christ forms and shapes our lives to be
the living, breathing Body of Christ. Our orthodox
(holding to the Truth of Scripture and the apostolic
tradition of faith) guide us to love all people with the love
of God – But also how to obey God’s Word and be open
to the Holy Spirit’s leading. This way of life teaches us to
bear with the world in love and to transform it as the
Holy Spirit transforms us.

Dreher’s book is not a book of answers, but, perhaps it
will reaffirm you as it has reaffirmed me in both my
ministry and in our ministry together in the NALC
pointing you in the right direction as you seek to discern
the direction for your congregation and its ministry this
fall.

Thank God for you and your partnership in the Gospel.
In Christ,
Rev. Dr. Alden W. Towberman, Dean
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