Synod’s Cultural Immersion Program Was Transformative!
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By Deacon Vicki Hanrahan with Reflection by Rev. Peder Johanson
Recently, our partner, the Caribbean Synod of the ELCA
and the South-Central Synod of Wisconsin sponsored a
cultural immersion program. From January 24 to February 1,
Director for Evangelical Mission, Rev. Walter Baires and six
pastors from our synod were immersed in a one-of-kind
experience. With bilinqual bible and notebook in hand,
they travelled to San Juan to immerse in a cultural
experience where they would hone their Spanish reading
and speaking skills. Together they worshipped and broke
bread with our friends from the Caribbean synod, and
learned about Latin-American cultures, learned to lead
scripture, prayer, and liturgy in Spanish.
Thank you to these
congregations that sent
your pastors! They are
enriched and enlivened
by this unique program.
Here’s a reflection from
the Rev. Peder Johanson,
pastor of Bethlehem
Lutheran Church in
Brodhead.

~ Rev. Peder Johanson
reads scripture in Spanish
for a sermon he prepared~

Worship service with the wonderful people of El
Redentor Lutheran Church in San Juan.
First row left to right: Pastors Stacy GahlmanSchroeder (Norway Grove, DeForest); Rev. Lisa Nelson
(St Mark’s, Madison), Rev. Walter Baires, DEM & Synod
Staff; Rev. Diana Ceballos (Pastor serving at
Redeemer); Rev. Peter Beeson (St. John’s Madison);
Rev. Peder Johanson (Bethlehem, Brodhead);
Second row same order: Rev. John Worzala Dumke
(Luther Memorial, Madison) and Rev. John Twiton
(Evangelical, Mount Horeb)

“I had a wonderful and
productive time in the
program. I found myself
challenged in many ways
- my various degrees of privilege among them. It was humbling to receive the
gracious hospitality of the people of the island while they go through all that
has troubled their communities and their lives. The witness of the church in this
place is an inspiration and I am grateful to have been fed by them. The
classes and instruction were excellent, and I would recommend the program
to anyone.

I left Puerto Rico with a newfound confidence in speaking the Spanish
language - even if I don't fully understand all the words on the page before
me. I could feel my competence in reading aloud, leading liturgy, and engaging in casual conversation
increasing each day. It is amazing what an immersion and daily practice can do for the brain!
In my local context, we are forming relationships with a large local Mexican immigrant community. We have
hosted some events for their benefit and developed enough trust that they have asked to use our building on
several occasions for their community's needs. From this learning experience, I feel I can provide better
hospitality in welcoming our neighbors and serving them in a pastoral capacity. I feel confident that I/we
could take the next step in inviting/nurturing some opportunities for bilingual prayer/worship in our church.
I sincerely thank all who made this program a possibility through planning, organizing, and funding. “
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Under the direction of Pr. Lisa Nelson, financial donations were collected to buy supplies in Puerto Rico for hurricane
victims in Puerto Rico. Left to right, Father Marcelino Arocho, pastor at San Isidro Labrador Catholic Church receives
supplies from Rev. Lisa Nelson, Rev. John Twiton, Rev. Stacy Gahlman-Schroeder, Rev. Peter Beeson, Rev. Walter Baires,
Rev. John Worzala-Dumke, Rev. Peder Johanson. Thank you to everyone who made financial contributions to this effort!

Recently, our partner, the Caribbean Synod of the ELCA and the South-Central Synod of Wisconsin sponsored
a cultural immersion program. From January 24 to February 1, Director for Evangelical Mission, Rev. Walter
Baires and six pastors from our synod were immersed in a one-of-kind experience in Puerto Rico.
The program included basic Spanish classes, cultural immersion and introduction to Latino liturgy. The goals of
the immersion experience were two-fold: To provide basic Spanish language skills to pastors and lay leaders
from congregations in our Synods willing to do outreach with the Latino families in their neighborhoods and to
strengthen our partnership with our Puerto Ricans siblings as they continue to recover after the devastation
created by Hurricane Maria and the earthquake that destroyed entire communities in the South part of the
island.
The training focused on learning sufficient language skills to lead morning prayer, and other liturgical
celebrations. The expected outcomes are that participants will be able to use their basic language skills to
communicate with the new immigrants in their communities, will have a better understanding of the diverse
Latino cultures in their midst and will develop new partnerships between SCSW congregations and
congregations from the Caribbean Synod.
Here’s a reflection from the Lisa Nelson, pastor of St Mark's Lutheran Church in Madison
How would you describe your experience at the Spanish Immersion Program?
I am amazed at how we were able to learn to read out loud, sing hymns, and lead worship all in Spanish. By
the end of the week, Spanish words were floating into my head without effort. That is the benefit of an
immersion experience. I also thoroughly enjoyed meeting Bishop Idalia and other Lutherans in Puerto Rico. I
see this program as an effective way to create partnerships between the South-Central Synod of Wisconsin
and the Caribbean Synod.

What was your takeaway?
We are all one in Christ. The Church in Puerto Rico is working hard
to engage their neighbors and serve the marginalized. At the
church where I serve, St Mark’s in Madison, we have the same
goals, the same hopes and vision. I also see the possibility of
becoming fluent in Spanish, with continued study in Madison and
contact with Spanish speaking people.
How do you intend to apply what you have learned?
My congregation, St. Mark’s in Madison, would like to start building
relationships with Santa Maria Lutheran in Fitchburg. I would be
open to filling in on an occasional Sunday when a native Spanishspeaking pastor is not available. I am not yet equipped to preach
in Spanish, but I can lead worship and administer the sacraments.
My hope is that several St. Mark’s members will join me for worship
at Santa Maria and that we can get to know the people of Santa
Maria.
~
(Shown left) Rev. Lisa Nelson
immersed in the local news.

Wednesday, March 25, 12 -2 pm
If you would like to know more about these types of learning experiences for your congregation, contact our
Director for Evangelical Mission, Rev. Walter Baires at walterb@scsw-elca.org or call the synod office at (608)
270-0201.
f you would like to help us be more faithful and successful with reaching out to our Latino siblings in Christ,
you may make a donation to the synod’s Latino Ministries to help us continue this good work:
----------------------------Text GIVE to: (608) 571-1576

and choose “Latino Ministries”---------------------------

