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editorõs letter 
          Our theme this year in the synod is òStory.ó  We have and will see 

themes of: Telling Our Story, Telling Godõs Story, Stories of the Heart and 

our assembly theme, òOne Story: Always Reforming.ó   

      In this issue of Walking Together, you will find three stories of          

redemption: An outdoor worship service that resurrects a thinned out     

summertime worshipping community to a full parking lot full of enthusiastic 

believers.  A resurrection story of a missionary who God lifted out of prison 

to become one of the greatest missionaries of our time, Lars Olsen       

Skresfrud...a man with a calling so compelling, he gave his life to start a 

church in another part of the world that is now our companion synod of the 

Northern Evangelical Lutheran Church in America.  And possibly, the most 

exciting redemption story is that which we may see unfold before our 

eyeséThe Sisterhood of Saints and Sinners, a special group of post-

incarcerated women who are rising like a phoenix out of the depths of  

despair to a life centered on God. 

    How do you find the courage to tell your story?  Perhaps these stories 

can serve as examples of how to tell yours.  As evangelical Lutherans, we 

are called to tell our stories that bring new life to Godõs work as revealed 

through our hearts desires.  As we tell our story of what it means to be a 

Christian, we are invited to remember that in the gift of the body and 

blood of Jesus we are forgiven.  We remember that through the death and 

resurrection of Jesus, we are able to live anew each day.  Our sins are 

wiped clean and we are free to live a life full of gratitude and love so that 

we can open our hearts to share Godõs redeeming love with others.  This is 

the basis of our faith, our church, the ELCA and of Martin Lutherõs under-

standing that òFaith is a living, daring confidence in Godõs grace, so sure 

and certain that believers would stake their lives on it a thousand 

times.ó   This is the faith that we share through these remarkable stories that 

I hope will inspire you to tell yours. 

Vicki Hanrahan 

Editor and Synod Communicator 

vickih@scsw-elca.org 
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Members of First Lutheran Church in Janesville, Suzanne and Stuart Hamilton, take 
a minute to share their reflections on what the Outdoor Worship Service at First 
Lutheran Church in Janesville has meant for them and their community.  This is just 
one of the many ways that First in Janesville responds to the changing needs of 

their community.   

Bread, 

Wine, and 

Jumper  

Cables  

     Inspired by one of the biggest TV ministries in the 50õs, Robert 
Schullerõs Crystal Cathedral in Garden Grove, California, former 
resident of California and now pastor in Wisconsin, Rev. Jim Melvin 
began the first outdoor drive-in worship service in the ELCA at First 

Lutheran Church in Janesville 23 years ago. 

     Every Sunday from Memorial Day through Labor Day, 200-300 
members and non-members of the congregation gather 
outdoors to hear the Word, worship God, sing songs and 
once-a-month to receive communion.  But Instead of 
ushering worshippers to pews, three ushers hand out 
bulletins at the entrances to the parking lot and 
worshippers find their parking spot to participate in the 

45-minute service by listening to it on their radio. 

     òWe expected our outdoor worship service to be 
appealing to young families,ó said, Rev. Jim Melvin, òand 
it is.ó  The service begins at 7:45 a.m. to attract those who 
want to worship before the busyness of their day begins.  
Families come with their kids, sometimes even in their 
pajamas and even bring their pets.ó  But First Lutheran 
over the years has found the biggest draw of the outdoor 
service is for people with mobility issues.  Says Melvin, 
òThey will tell us during the winter, ôWe canõt wait for the 

drive in service to start in the Spring!õó 

     Melvin explains that itõs a very simple service to put together.  
When they first began, they used a hay wagon as a stage and an 
AM transmitter, but when they realized they had something worth 
expanding, they built a 15 X 15 X 4 foot stage with a permanent 
roof and side tarps for protection from the elements.  Today, 
microphones for worship leaders are connected to a mixer 
connected to an FM transmitter and studio monitor.  òItõs a very 
simple set up.  You can pick up the equipment at a fleet radio 
products type store or electronics vendor. We donõt even need to 
be licensed because the signal only goes out a half mile,ó explains 
Melvin.  òBecause we have this range, we find a lot of the folks that 

live in apartments around the church listen in on Sunday mornings 

as well.ó      

     Rev. Mary Froiland, Bishop of the South-Central Synod of 
Wisconsin has served as a guest preacher and reflected òAt one 
point in the service I felt the need to get a sense that the assembly 
was with me, so I asked them to flash their lights or honk their horns 
and they did!ó  According to Melvin, worshippers sing along with 
the music and sometimes honk when they like the music.  The 
worship music typically includes a keyboardist and soloist but they 
have changed up the music with string quartets and other special 

music from time to time. 

     Long-time members, Stuart and Suzanne Hamilton have 
been attending the outdoor worship for many years.  
Stuart reflected on the visioning for it, òIt supports the 
mission we have been given to  nourish and empower 
people with the word of Jesus Christ. We understood with 
the summer holidays, people were busy, they were on 
vacation, attendance historically drops off, so how do you 
accept that and deal with it and one way is to make it 
easy for people to come and attend and get the Word.  
At first glance a drive-in service looks casual and too 
simple, but when you take into account what you are trying 
to do, if they get the message rather than not come at all, 

thatõs surely better isnõt it?ó 

     The attendance has grown and in the last few years, 
First has advertised around Janesville and that has paid 

off in attendance.   Stuart adds, òWe get a lot of people that donõt 
belong to the church that are from other churches and not 
necessarily Lutheran churches that just really like the service and 
like the message and choose to come to church here in the summer.  
Weõve been members of the church for 26 years.  You can see our 

dog, Toby, sitting in the back seat there and itõs just nice.ó 

     Suzanne explains, òFellowship happens outside car windows 
before the service and coffee is served.  Communion is quite 
interesting.  A member of the congregation made flexible, 
stackable Plexiglass trays and the biggest challenge is figuring out 
with all the rows of cars who has been served.ó  òServing in a 

solemn moment with people in their cars is quite nice,ó Stuart said. 

 

òAt first glance, a 

drive-in service looks 

casual and too 

simple, but when you 

take into account 

what you are trying 

to do, if they get the 

message rather than 

not come at all, thatõs 

surely better isnõt it?ó 

~Stuart Hamilton 



    It is not without its drawbacks, but it is remarkably 
flexible.  Pastor Melvin and Pastor Naomi Garber walk 
around to talk with folks before worship begins.  òYou 
wouldnõt want to do this after worship though or youõd get 
run over!ó admits Pastor Melvin.  Three to four òcar hopsó 
serve communion.  Bread and wine are served at the 
window of the vehicle and the family serves each other.  
Ushers stationed at the parking lot exits collect the offering 
and send folks off to the rest of their day filled with the 
Holy Spirit.  òWe follow the liturgy of an indoor service, 

but the difference is, when it rains, the service is cancelled. First Lutheran offers an indoor service immediately following.ó   

     Fellow members, Doris and Gerry Roehl, shared their impressions, òWe were a little skeptical at first, but we like it because we are 
morning people and it fits our schedule really well.  We believe where two or three are gathered, God is with us.  We feel as though we 
have worshipped.  In the summertime, this is normally the only worship we come to.  We have nice music and it has been rained out very 
few times over the last several years.  I like it because you can come leisurely in shorts and if youõre going to do something afterwards, 

like golf, itõs very convenient.  We sit in the front row in the sanctuary and we park in the front row at the outdoor worship!ó 

    The other equipment recommended to any congregations who might be inspired to try this in their settings are jumper cables for dead 
batteries!  From time to time, they are needed.  òThose are the days when worshippers wish they hadnõt attended in their pajamas!ó says 

Melvin. 

     First in Janesville has a long tradition of reaching out into the community to match needs 
with ministries. They have a housing community that provides adjusted rent for seniors, they 
have a nursery that serves families with infants as they recently learned infant care was 
needed in their community.  The people of First in Janesville are very connected because they 
listen to their community in order to serve them.  The outdoor ministry is one more way that 

First Lutheran has responded to the changes in their community.   

     Stuart got it right when he suggested that above all, and more important than anything 

else, is sharing Godõs Story.  
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CONNECT AND EQUIP! 

First Lutheran Church   

612 North Randall Avenue  

Janesville, WI  

 

Rev. Jim Melvin   

Senior Pastor  

608-752-7434 

office@flcj.org  

Rev. Naomi Garber  

Administrative Pastor  

608-752-7434 

 

Ms. Peg Ekedahl  

Associate in Ministry  

608-449-7722 
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An Apostle  
to the  
Saints 

 άIŜ ŎŀƳŜ ŀǎ ŀ ǎǘǊŀƴƎŜǊ ǘƻ ŀ ŎƘǳǊŎƘ ǘƻǊƴ ōȅ ǎǘǊƛŦŜ ŀƴŘ 

ŘƛǎŀƎǊŜŜƳŜƴǘ ōǳǘ ǎƻƻƴ ōŜŎŀƳŜ ŀ ŦǊƛŜƴŘ ǘƻ ŀƭƭ ƎǊƻǳǇǎ 

ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƴƅƛŎǘΦέ   

ό{ŀƴǘŀƭ aƛǎǎƛƻƴŀǊƛŀƴΣ hŎǘΣ нтΣ муфрύ 

     Lars Olsen Skresfrud may not be a name 
that you recognize, but those that know mission 
history would recognize him as one of the 
greatest missionary statesman of the modern era.   
In fact, if you were to look in the Evangelical 
Lutheran Book of Worship, you will see him listed 

among the festivals in December.  

     Even more remarkable is that every ELCA 
Lutheran in the South-Central Synod of Wisconsin 
has a connection to this great missionary through 
our companion relationship with the Northern 
Evangelical Lutheran Church (NELC) in India.  If 
you have ever supported the mission of the South
-Central Synod of Wisconsin, ELCA, then you 
have supported the mission that was founded by 
Lars Olsen Skresfrud and Hans Peter Boerresen 
in 1895éthe Santal mission, that is now better 

known as the NELC. 

     If you are a member of St. Lukeõs in 
Middleton, then your connection is even more 
visible as in your midst is Lars Skrefsrudõs great, 
great, great nephew, Chuck Welda, and his wife 
Myrna.   Their story connects to Lars Skrefsrudõs 
story which connects to the NELCõs story, which connects to our 
story in the South-Central Synod of Wisconsin. You might say that 
Lars Skrefsrud authored our story with our companion synod, the 

Northern Evangelical Lutheran Church in India.   

     Larsõ story began as a prodigy child who had studied 
scripture and catechism and had it well memorized.  Then in his 

teenage years, life working in a copper 
factory in Lillehammer and exposure to 
more worldly things led Lars to focus on 
more earthly pleasures and over the next 
several years, he became lost and wild, 
turning to drinking and then stealing to 
support his habit.  He was arrested and 
sentenced to four years in prison as a 

teenager.   

     But while in prison, he did a great deal 
of studying and praying, repented and 
became a changed person.  When he was 
released from prison, he was resolved that 
he was going to be a missionary.  He 
applied to the school where they trained 
missionaries but they rejected him.  He then 
met a man by the name of Boerresen who 
was an engineer and a Dane and who was 
also very interested in mission.  Lars was 

determined to find a mission. 

    After some attempts at applying to 
schools that rejected Lars, Boerresen finally 
found a school in Germany that would 

accept Lars as a missionary.  After that, Skresfrud found his way 

to India.   

     There were a number of events that transpired and while he 
didnõt start out at Santal, eventually he and Boerresen ended up 
founding the Santal mission.   He moved socially, politically and 

tirelessly to make this ministry bear fruit.    

òWhen a man has a will to do a 

thing, when he is really interested, 

when he has only one definite 

objective in life, then he can, with 

the help of God, leap across 

mountains which seem too high 

when he looks at them.  Not that I 

thought it necessary to become a 

learned man to be a missionary; 

but I felt, and still feel, that if one is 

to lead others, he must himself at 

one time have been led.  If one 

wishes to guide others by his 

thoughts he must have thought 

things through for himself.ó   

~ Lars Olsen Skresfrud 
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     Santal people embraced him and considered him to be a 
man of God.  He translated big parts of the bible for them and 
assisted others in translating the whole bible for the people of 
India.  He was fluent in many languages but he knew enough 
of about 44 different languages to do what he did.  He was a 
powerful influential speaker and he would preach for two or 
three hours at a time, holding the attention of the assembly.  He 
gave them hope.  Skresfrud told them, òWe can show you the 
way out of your troubles and back to your Father-God.  Our 
religion is Jesus-religion.  No man has at any time seen God, 
but the only begotten Son who is in the bosom of the Father, he 

hath declared Him.ó  This message resonated with the people. 

     Skrefsrud wrote, òOur method of preaching was very 
simple. We learned to know the people by daily associating 
with them and we took occasion of what they knew about God 
to talk to their hearts.  Our method was 
not argumentative; we tried to touch 
their hearts by referring to the traditions 
of their ancestors, which say that the 
Santal originally served God, and that 

the ôgodsõ had come later.ó  

 The success of their mission 
came from a simple desire to live 
among the people and fit into their 
culture.  Skrefsrud points, òOur aim was 
not to cultivate a larger area than we 
could water, for which reason we took a 
comparatively small center and worked 
it well, hoping that from this small 
center the divine rays would penetrate 
into the  darkness.  If at this center, we had a strong 
congregation, which walked in the way of the Lord, then we 

believed that the gospel would be spread.ó  This proved to be a 
practical plan.  òWe did not go the negative way and scold their 
gods, something they would only resent, but we went the 
positive way and declared what God, the Father of us all, had 

done to save us, and in that way entirely ignored the gods.ó 

     The actual beginning of the mission in Santalistan by 
Boerresen and Skrefsrud took place in the fall of 1867.  In 
November, 1868, they witnessed the first definite fruit of their 
labor when four young Santals asked for baptism and were 

baptized a few months later.     

    Twenty six years later, Skrefsrud was invited to the United 
States to speak to the good Norwegians that would later 
become very strong supporters of his mission.  He came to the 
stronghold of Norwegian Lutheranism in America at that time 
and held big rallies in Iowa, Wisconsin, and Minnesota and 
raised substantial financial support for the mission.  From 1910 
to the middle of the century, it continued as a high profile 

Santal mission. 

     When Skrefsrud went to India, he was not ordained and 
midway through his tenure, the State Church of Norway, finally 
relented and decided they would ordain him.  Lars thought 

likely because they wanted credit for his good work! 

     If you were to visit India today, as many from our synod 
have, you would find that the people from India speak proudly 

of the fact that his residence and burial places are 
preserved.  They are grateful to the founder of their 
current mission, The Northern Evangelical Lutheran 

Church in India. 

      The Northern Evangelical Lutheran Church (NELC) 
is a multi-lingual Lutheran Church that is centered 
mainly in four states of North India--Bihar, Assam, 
Arunachal Pradesh, and Bengal.  The reach of the 
Church extends into Nepal and the Church also works 

in Bhutan.   

     Following the work of Skresfrud and Boerresen, 
came an NELC Missionary Paul Olaf Bodding who 
invented the Santali Latin alphabet that is still used by 
people in the region today.  Santals form the majority 

of church members, with Boro and Bengali comprising most of 
the rest of the members.  Currently, the NELC has more than 

85,000 baptized members.   

     The NELC took its present name in 1958 and its headquarters 
are situated in Dumka, a growing educational center northeast 
of Calcutta.  The church provides theological training and 

education.   

     Our synod continues to nurture a deepening relationship 
with our Companion synod, the NELC, as we walk together to 
be what Lars Skresfrud would describe as òdivine rays 

penetrating into the darkness.ó   

This proved to be a practical 
plan.  òWe did not go the 

negative way and scold their 
gods, something they would 
only resent, but we went the 

positive way and declared what 
God, the Father of us all, had 
done to save us, and in that 

way entirely ignored the gods.ó 

Lars Olsen Skrefsrud  

Home of Lars Skresfrud in Benagaria.  Santal Mission                                                    

Margrit Segesser, from BM Archives-Skrefsrud   
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CONNECT:  

The Companion Synod Team of the South-Central 
Synod of WI is primarily involved with developing and 
encouraging our relationship with the Northern 
Evangelical Lutheran Church in India. We do this 
through exchange visits, prayer support of each other, 
leadership development, and support of their ministries 
according to the Covenant which we have signed with 

the NELC. 

We also encourage congregations in their connections 

with projects around the world. 

Our fundraising efforts have been focused on the 
support of Sanchita Kisku (a teacher from the 
Benagaria Seminary in the NELC) who is studying at 
the Lutheran School of Theology in Chicago. We also 
maintain an Exchange Fund to aid both those coming 
from the NELC and those from our SCSW making trips 

to the NELC. 

For more information, contact: 

Bishop Mary Froiland 
maryf@scsw-elca.org  

608-270-0201 

Left to right:  Rev. Rolf Olson, Mrs. Trudy Olson, and Chuck 
Welda, great, great, great nephew of Lars Olsen Skresfrud and 

member of St. LukeõsñMiddleton. 

Rev. Rolf Olson and his wife Trudy have been long-time 
friends of Chuck and his wife Myrna Welda as Rev. 
Olson served in the congregation that Weldas belonged 
to for many years.  This story came by means of Rolf and 
Trudy who knew that our readers would appreciate 
learning more about the origins of our companion 
relationship with the Northern Evangelical Lutheran 
Church in India and the remarkable work of the late 
missionary, Lars Olsen Skrefsrud.  We are grateful for 

their passion in keeping us connected! 

In 2011 and 2013, the Synod sent nearly 30 youth and adults 

to visit our companions in India.  These children were happy to 

meet us! 

Some of our Companion Synod team members, Bishop Mary 
Froiland, Rev. George Carlson, Ms. Lily Zeich, along with Chaplain 
John Froiland, welcomed representatives from the NELC in March, 
2015.  Joining us were leaders, Ismail Murmu, Mr. Saroj Chand 

Jha, Mrs. Elina B. Soren and Miss Reema Monica Hansdak. 
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    The Sisterhood  
     of Saints & Sinners 

I am about to do a new thing; I am about to do a new thing; I am about to do a new thing; 

now it springs forth, do you not now it springs forth, do you not now it springs forth, do you not 

perceive it? Isaiah 43:19aperceive it? Isaiah 43:19aperceive it? Isaiah 43:19a   


