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Bishop Chilstrom returns
to his home roots in ministry

River of Hope congregation begins weekly worship at Vineyard
By Dave Pedersen

     Rev. Herb Chilstrom told a group gathered for worship at Hutchinson’s West River Park on August 26 how it was special to return to preach near where he was born in Greenleaf in 1931.

“What I am most pleased about is being with you folks, the River of Hope,” said the first Presiding Bishop of the Evangelical Lutheran Church in America (ELCA) at the outdoor worship service attended by 134. “I believe by casting your lot and remaining with the ELCA you have made a very good choice.”

Chilstrom volunteered to preach at the second outdoor service conducted by people hoping to start a new ELCA presence in Hutchinson after two congregations voted to leave the church body.

    The beginning of weekly worship services for River of Hope-Hutchinson starts at 5:30 p.m. Sunday, September 19, at Vineyard United Methodist Church, 1395 South Grade Road. An open house to view the facility will follow the service where the sermon will be given by Bishop Jon Anderson of the Southwestern Minnesota Synod.

Following the outdoor service at the West River Park shelter, plans were made to push forward for the group to become a Southwestern Minnesota Synod authorized worshiping community of the ELCA. The second weekly service will be at 5:30 p.m. Sunday, September 26, at Vineyard, preceded by a potluck fellowship from 5 to 5:30 p.m. The education time runs from 6:30 p.m. until about 7:15 p.m.

Chilstrom raised four questions: What does it mean to be a Christian? What does it mean to be part of the Christian church? What does it mean to be part of the ELCA? And what might it mean to be the River of Hope-Hutchinson?
He said to be a Christian has nothing to do with being straight or gay and nothing to do with being married, single or divorced. It has nothing to do with your opinion about things like abortion, the death penalty or the war.

“Believe it or not, it has nothing to do with if you are Republican or Democrat,” joked Chilstrom. “It is about believing that God so loved the world that he gave his only son that whoever, whoever believes in him will not parish but have eternal life.”

When talking about what it means to be part of the Christian church, Chilstrom said, “It is out of that relationship with Jesus Christ that the rivers of living water flow from God through us and out to be a blessing in the world.”

As for what it means to be a member of the ELCA, Chilstrom said no one knows better than he that the ELCA is not a perfect church, adding, “There is no such a thing and there won’t be such a thing, no matter how hard we try.”

The former Bishop said he is grateful for being a part of the church that has a very central core of faith and yet dares to think about complicated issues of this world.
“Throughout our history as the ELCA, we have tackled some very complex issues,” said Chilstrom. “Our church has provided some studies and some statements on things like war, abortion and the death penalty and now recently human sexuality, racism and a number of other things.”

Chilstrom said “our church” never demands in these issues that everyone must think alike and everyone must walk in the same opinion. He illustrated from his own personal experience with his wife, Corinne, who also is a pastor.

“We agree on most things, but on one very complex issue we do disagree,” said Chilstrom about the death penalty, “which is far more serious than human sexuality because here we are talking about taking a life.”
    One believes that, if a child is abused and killed, it is right for the state to impose the death penalty. The other says we should never impose the death penalty because then we are only doing what the murderer did and so it is wrong.

“We can both site the Bible to underscore our case,” adds Chilstrom. “What do you think we should do, get a divorce? Should we look for a different church that agrees exactly with us on this one issue? Should we part ways because we disagree?”

Chilstrom said the love for each other and their common allegiance to the Lord Jesus Christ is what holds them together. “It also gives us the freedom to respect one another and disagree on that one issue. I think it makes us a much stronger church.”
Regarding the fourth issue about what it means to be part of the River of Hope new congregation, Chilstrom quoted the apostle Paul saying, “Hope that is seen is no hope.”
“In many ways, you folks associated with River of Hope are walking the same road,” adds Chilstrom. “Who knows what the future has in store for you? So you walk on in faith and hope while trusting in God. Here is the good thing, the Lord Jesus promised to give the gift of the Holy Spirit to those who would follow him. The Holy Spirit is our helper, our comforter, our counselor, our guide and our advocate.”

Reminding the people how they have a treasure in belonging to the ELCA, Chilstrom said they have nothing new to create and they don’t have to set anything up because it is all there.

“We have eight wonderful seminaries to train our pastors,” said Chilstrom. “We’ve got 28 colleges including four in Minnesota. We’ve got social service agencies where young people that are troubled can go and get counseling. We have a network of retirement villages and nursing homes across the country where people walk with us right up to the door of death. It is all under the umbrella of the ELCA.”

Chilstrom told those present to remember that within the ELCA, “You have these marvelous opportunities for connecting with the whole world. The ELCA has missionaries in many countries that need help desperately.”

He urged the emerging congregation to be a very loving and welcoming community. “No matter what the future has in store we are going to love and we are going to welcome,” adds Chilstrom. “Whatever you thought about the decision that the ELCA made a year ago in Minneapolis, one thing has to be said about our church. We can truly say as a church everyone is welcome.”

Attending the churchwide assembly as a visitor when the decision was announced, Chilstrom recalled how he wept.

“I wept partly in joy that so many of the good friends we have across the country, who happen to be gay and lesbian through no choice of their own, have a church that is willing to say, ‘You, too, are welcome,’” said Chilstrom. “I also was incredibly sad at that moment because I knew that the vote would bring disruption in our church.”
The last point he made was to answer the question about what can we say about the churches that are deciding they can no longer be a part of the ELCA, which is around two percent of the more than 10,000 congregations.

“I think the advice of a friend of mine probably put it best when he said, ‘They are who they are; let them go,’” adds Chilstrom. “I would add to that, let them go in love and peace and respect. This is not the time for vicious debate or for argumentation or ill will and rancor. They need to get on with what they need to do and we as the ELCA need to get on with what we need to do.”

Chilstrom concluded, “The wind is the Holy Spirit, the river is hope, so let the wind blow and let the river flow.”

For information about the River of Hope outreach in Hutchinson, contact Chris Dobratz at Christian.dobratz@gmail.com or 320-583-2656.
Rev. Herb Chilstrom, who grew up in Greenleaf, preached at Hutchinson’s West River Park August 26 as part of the ELCA outreach.








