Possible song:  Spread, oh spread, the might word)

Teaching them, so they can teach others.

The things you have heard me say in the presence of many witnesses, entrust to reliable men who will also be qualified to teach others. (2 Tim 2:2)
Our Creator God has made a lot of beautiful places in the world.  Sweden is one of them, and the long, long days of summer give us much daylight to enjoy the outdoors.  We get 21 hours of sunlight each day in summer.  We live in Gothenburg, which is on the seacoast in southwestern.  One special blessings of our call is walking along the rocky coast of the North Sea.  That’s our apartment up there on the 12th floor in one of those grey buildings.
Sweden and Norway are prosperous, socialist countries.  Norway is considered to have the #1 quality of life in the world; Sweden is ranked 3rd.  The United States comes in at 7th.  Swedes pay the highest taxes in the world, but they get a lot back for their money, including free medical care and free education all the way through the university level.  The government even pays you $150 per month for each child you have.
Sweden and Norway have the Christian cross in their flags, and everywhere you see impressive, well-maintained Lutheran churches.  These churches stand primarily as memorials to the piety of a bygone age.  Seven point four million of the people in Sweden, that 85% of the entire population, are members of the Church of Sweden, which is the world’s largest Lutheran church according to Lutheran World Federation statistics.  Yet less than 1/3 of the Swedes believe that God exists.  That’s the lowest percentage in Western Europe.   Yes, you heard correctly!  If you do the math, that means that 5 million of the members of the Church of Sweden don’t believe that there really is a God.  In Norway, which is considered a more God-fearing land than Sweden, only 2.7% of the people believe that Hell is real.  

You have been viewing some of the Church of Sweden churches in the central part of Gothenburg.

In this blasphemous religious environment the Lord has placed a small, but faithful church in full confessional fellowship with our WELS.  It is the LBK, Lutherska Bekännelsekyrkan, the Lutheran Confessional Church of Sweden and Norway.  The LBK traces its roots back 69 years to the first issue of a magazine called For Biblical Faith.  In time readers of this magazine formed the Biblicum Foundation, a group within the church of Sweden which was determined to remain true to the Bible and the Lutheran Confessions.   From that society came the LBK in 1974 –individuals and congregations who were convinced that faithfulness to the Lord demanded that they leave the national church.  The LBK grew quickly to 14 pastors, 11 congregations and 450 members.  But then the LBK’s growth was severely impaired by a tragic split in 1987.  Half the pastors and four congregations left.  Three other congregations broke into two.  Biblicum, which had been operating a school to train pastors, pretty well ceased operations.  All training of new pastors stopped.

By God’s grace, the LBK is recovering and now has a membership of 300, served by 8 pastors in 11 congregations.  You have been watching some scenes from the annual family camp, held each July.  Half of the LBK’s entire membership gathers each year to spend a week together enjoying worship, Bible study and fellowship.  This past summer Pastors Don Patterson of Texas and Joel Petermann of New Hampshire, with the assistance of Mary Patterson, presented four days of Bible studies on the theme: “Serving Christ in my Family.”
(song by kids).
The WELS has helped the LBK since its beginning.

Professor Siegbert Becker of Wisconsin Lutheran Seminary was the first WELS helper for the LBK.  Professor John Burg followed him, serving as contact-man for Scandinavia for 12 years.   In 1999 at the request of the LBK, the WELS Board for World Missions called me, Pastor John Vogt, to serve as Friendly Counselor for Scandinavia on a five-year call.  In spite of the extreme budgetary difficulties our synod has been facing, the Board for World Missions was able to honor the request of the LBK and extend my call two extra years until Spring of 2006.  Much of the funding has come from special giving outside of the regular synodical budget.
I assist the LBK, first of all, by serving as vacancy pastor for the congregation in Gothenburg and also helping out with another congregation, Norrköping/Västerås – three and a half hours away.  

Gothenburg is Sweden’s second largest city, with a half million people.  The city is quite compact because nearly everyone lives in large apartment buildings.  The city is filled with parks, lakes, woods, hiking trails, and bike paths.  Gothenburg is situated on the coast of the North Sea in the southern part of Sweden, nearly equal distance from Stockholm, Oslo, and Copenhagen.  Gothenburg is Scandinavia’s largest seaport and is the home of Volvo cars and trucks -- and also Scandinavia’s largest amusement part.  From our city we can go by car ferry to Denmark, Norway, England and Germany.

The congregation in Gothenburg has 39 members, of which 17 are young children.  It rents a room in a government-owned youth center for Sunday morning worship and Bible class.  During the week Bible classes are held around the dining room table in our apartment.  Two men from the congregation meet with me weekly to take preseminary courses, and other congregation members sit in on the sessions.  Our congregation has all the usual problems, just like any American congregation.  Problems like erratic attendance, unruly children, and too low offerings, but every week God is there with his Word to bless and guide us.
A special mission opportunity the Lord has given us is the chance to teach a number of Chinese people, some of whom are only here temporarily before returning to their communist homeland.  Two ladies, married to Swedes, are the permanent nucleus of the group, and they are always finding and bringing new faces.  

My main work as Friendly Counselor seeks to fulfill the charge the Apostle Paul gave when he wrote to Timothy:  The things you have heard me say in the presence of many witnesses, entrust to reliable men who will also be qualified to teach others.  I assist in training new pastors for the LBK congregations without their own pastor.  Right now we have six vacancies in 11 congregations.  The first three years of my time in Sweden I conducted week-end seminars in LBK congregations in Sweden and Norway.  I also supervised homestudy courses and taught some preseminary classes.  This led to August, 2002, and the beginning of a full-time seminary program at the Biblicum facility in the small, sleeping town of Ljungby in south central Sweden, about two hours from Gothenburg.  A total of 72 individuals from 12 countries have taken at least one seminary-level course.  Ljungby, by the way, has been voted the most boring town in Sweden, but obviously those who voted were not aware of the exciting things happening in our seminary.

Biblicum leases the upper two stories of Mark’s Congregation, which had been Ljungby’s central fire station.  You can see in the yellow areas where the big doors for the firetrucks used to be.  The sanctuary could pass for a WELS congregation anywhere in the U.S.  It seats about 100 and recently had to purchase extra pews.
Biblicum’s facilities include a large library which also serves as a study area for the students.  The seminary offers a full four-year course similar to Wisconsin Lutheran Seminary in Mequon.  One year of that time will be spent in vicar service, with eight months of that year spent in an assignment outside of Scandinavia.  The library also is used for classes at times.

There is a comfortable apartment for visiting professors.  We have been averaging four guest professors from the U.S. a year, and have also had guest professors from Finland, Latvia and Ukraine.  The LBK and Blbicum cover most of the professor expenses, with the WELS picking up the cost of their plane ticket.  Since I regularly teach at Biblcium, my wife and I regard this apartment as our second home.  The back windows overlook a hill with Viking ruins.

Four Swedish and one Finnish student have moved to Ljungby and are enrolled full-time in the seminary program.  Two others come regularly to Ljungby for courses taught by the visiting professors.  Three of our full-time students have nearly completed their classroom work, and have just begun a four-month vicar period, serving congregations in Sweden and Finland.

Courses at the seminary are taught by visiting professors from the U.S. who teach intensive two or three week courses.  Wisconsin Lutheran Seminary, Martin Luther College, and Bethany Lutheran Seminary have supplied us a steady stream of professors.  They just keep coming -- Professors Forrest Bivens and David Kuske from Wisconsin Lutheran Seminary, Professor Daniel Balge from Martin Luther College, Professor Adolph Harstad from Bethany Lutheran Seminary.  A total of 20 guest professors have taught 31 different courses over the past four and a half years. Between visiting professors, LBK pastors and I teach courses at a more relaxed pace.
The encouragement and assistance the WELS is giving in Europe is not limited to Sweden and Norway.  My call gives him opportunity to offer assistance also to our sister churches in Finland, Latvia, Ukraine, and Portugal.

The Lutheran Confessional Church in Finland has three pastors and a preacher who serve four congregations and 30 members.  Work in Finland is even more difficult than in Sweden.  A full 90% of the population are members of the Finnish state church, and membership in that church is regarded as a form of patriotism.  Our little sister church reached a milestone six months ago when it had finally grown to sufficient size for the Finnish government to register it as a church.  It had taken 17 years of work to reach the minimum 25 adult members needed.  Here is Pastor Juhani Viitala signing the registration papers.  Pastor Viitala serves a congregation in the Helsinki area.  This is Pastor Aarne Erkkila and his wife from way up north near the Arctic Circle and the 24-hour sun.  And here is Pastor Jukka Söderstrom, founder of our Finnish sister church, along with his wife.
Our sister churches in the former Soviet Union have been enjoying greater growth than those in the west, although their status in the eyes of their governments is still a bit precarious.  In less than 10 years of existence two of these churches have grown into the largest and the third largest of all our European sister churches.  You’ve been watching some scenes from the two visits my wife and I have made to Ukraine.  

The Ukrainian church has 17??? national pastors serving 30 congregations and 3,000 members.  These are some of the participants at an evangelism seminary I conducted for a congregation in Sevastopol on the Black Sea.  This is Slavik Horpynchuk, Bishop of the Ukrainian Lutheran Church.  The video was taken when he taught a course for us at Biblicum this past December.

Riga is the capitol of Latvia and headquarters of the Latvian Confessional Lutheran Church.  Riga is known for its elaborated-facaded building like these from the late 1800s.  This is the newly refurbished city hall.  The city market is interesting.  Old zeppelin hangars house mountains of meat, vegetables and fruits.  Let me give you an idea of the standard of living in Latvia.  When one of the Latvian theological students takes a course at Biblicum, WELS gives him financial aid to offset his lost income.  He is a 5th and 6th grade teacher, married with two children.  He requests a reimbursement of $75 a week.
The Latvian church now has 11 pastors, 13 congregations, and more than 600 members.  Pastor Gundars Bakulis, in this picture with his wife Agya, is president of the Latvian church.  He was a physician before he become a pastor.  This is Pastor Uldis Fandejus and his wife Rita, and Pastor Karlis Buss and his wife, Ligita, at a Biblicum conference for husbands and wives.  One of the congregations in Riga rents this Methodist church for its services.  The Keklava congregation met in this factory for years before building a new church.  Members of the Jelgava congregation are proud to join Kelkava as the only two congregations to have its own building.  Jelgava’s building was scheduled to be demolished by the government, but was sold to the congregation instead.  When we first visited it, there was no heat, water, electricity or toilet facilities.  The Gothenburg congregation I serve gave a gift to enable them to get the electricity hooked up.

Latvia may be poor, but the spiritual condition is favorable for the Gospel and the growth of the church.  Moreover, the people’s hospitality and friendliness reflects the Christian joy and love in their hearts. 

The newest sister church my wife and I have been able to visit is the ?Confessional? Lutheran Church in Portugal.  In November I was invited there to give a talk on Saturday and then preach for the Sunday worship service in Gaia.  This little sister church has but one pastor, Pastor Artur Villares, a university professor, and two small congregations.  The church is striving to share the Bible’s message of salvation by grace alone, by faith alone, by Scripture along in this overwhelmingly Catholic country.
An unexpected side-benefit of the WELS work in Scandinavia has been the number of sister churches which have been benefited.  The courses offered at Biblicum are open to pastors and theological students from sister church throughout Europe.  And because the courses are taught in English, which is nearly every European’s second language, many can benefit from them.  In fact, at last count a total of 58 different pastors and pastoral students have taken courses.  They have come from Latvia, Ukraine, the Czech Republic, Bulgaria, Germany, Estonia, Poland, Russia, and the United States as well as from Sweden, Norway, and Finland.  The Latvian church regularly uses our visiting professors to supplement its pastor-training program.  The Leipzig seminary of our German sister church one time adjusted its school calendar so its entire student-body plus two professors could attend a Hebrew course.
You have been watching scenes from the meal my wife prepared to help us celebrate the opening of school this past September.  Since it was near Labor Day, the menu was barbeque pork, potato chips, coleslaw, baked beans and brownies.  Latvian students at the course supplied the beverages.

My wife and I have enjoyed six interesting years of service to the Lord in Europe.  There have been some embarrassing moments, like at this evangelism seminar when I ended a sample witness with the words: “Please meet me at church next Sunday or would you like me to stop by your home and give you a ride?”  But I mistakenly used the word sjutar instead of sjutsar.  So what I said was: “…or would you like me to stop by hour home and shoot you?”
There have been some embarrassing moments, but the Lord has been at work and clearly has blessed our efforts to teach them so they can teach others.   

My wife and I you for your prayers which the Lord has answered by giving us a pleasant congregation to serve and also many unexpected opportunities to share the Gospel.  I ran a count in my head and came up with the amazing fact that in the past six years people from 20 different countries have attended a Sunday service in our little congregation.  This baby’s father comes from Bolivia, and her mother grew up in Africa.

We thank you also for your support which enable us to live comfortably in a very pleasant city.  You are watching some pictures of our 12th floor apartment.  The large front windows face south, filling the apartment with sunlight all year round.  The two balconies give us our own private place to enjoy the morning and afternoon sun.  From our apartment we look down at the city all around us, including the place right across the street where we hold Sunday services.

We ask your continued prayers for the many in Europe who live in spiritual darkness.  We ask your prayers for our fellow-believers, whose clear confession of Christ makes them a minority and an oddity in their lands  Through their efforts the Lord is continuing to call people to faith and add to the number who will be sharing Heaven with us.  Out of their small membership the Lord has furnished faithful pastors, many of whom must also hold a secular job in order to support themselves and their families.  Even more amazing, the Lord is supplying a large number of young men who are diligently preparing to become pastors.  Foremost in my mind and prayers are our vicars Hermanni and Peter from Sweden and Jan-Erik from Finland and our present students, Leif and Kalle from Sweden, Öyvind from Norway, and Matthäus from Poland.  We ask your continued prayers that the Lord bless our efforts to teach them, so that they can teach others.
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