
Epiphany “Highlights”:  
From 2018 on into 2019 …

“The thing about light is that it really isn’t 
[ours]; it’s what you gather and shine back. 
And it gets more power from reflectedness; if 
you [but pause and behold with the shepherds 
and wise men for a while] it fills your cup, and 
then you can give it off yourself.”
(Anne Lamott; Traveling Mercies, p.228)

The Season of Epiphany–tucked lightly between the swaddling 
cloths of Christmas and Lent–is a season of the church year that 
gives special focus to God’s gift of light (Epiphany; fr. the Greek 
epi = “upon” and phanos = “light”). Epiphany is the starlight that 
led the wise men to Bethlehem (Matthew 2:1-12) to behold the 
Christ Child, the “light of the world” (John 1:1-9; 8:12). It’s the 
holy light of this incarnate one, named Emmanuel who begins, 
in word and deed, to take away the dark sin of the world (Luke 
2:32; John 1:29; 9:5). And it’s the paschal candle that Christ calls 
his Church, his ongoing body in the world, to “let it shine” (3x) 
in her ongoing ministry and mission: “Go therefore and make 
disciples of all nations, baptizing…teaching…and lo, I am with 
you always” (Matthew 5:14-16; Acts 13:47).

And so it is that I am deeply thankful to God for the wondrous ways 
in which he continues to let his light shine in and through the people 
of First Lutheran Church again, this past year–in ever new, creative, 
and fruitful ways…Indeed, “the fields are ripe unto harvest” (4:35).

•	The creative Epiphany “Festival of Lights” celebration (Saturday; 
January 6, 2018) A marvelous worship as well as educational 
service ~ special thanks to Maestro Brockhoff

•	 Another creative worship experience was the Advent “Lessons and 
Carols” service (“Blessed Be the God of Israel Who Comes to Set 
Us Free” (on Sunday; 9 December 2018) ~ special thanks to Dr. 
Steve Paulson, Dr. Paul Nesheim, Zachary Brockhoff, and our 
many gifted musicians who led the congregation in various hymns 
and anthems that focused on what it means to wait upon God’s 
promise. Again, a marvelous worship and educational service that 
called us to pause and ponder the meaning of “Advent.”

•	Celebrating the 30th Anniversary of St. Francis House (founded 
by the combined ministry efforts of First Lutheran Church and 
the Sioux Falls Diocese in March of 1988).

•	Celebrating the Ordination of two sons of our First Lutheran 
family: Jeff Backer (June 16) and Alex Clark (July 29). Pastor 
Jeff now serves on our pastoral staff with special emphasis in 
Evangelism and Outreach, and Pastor Alex serves Emmanuel 
Lutheran Church in Ypsilanti, Michigan. (At present, First 
Lutheran has four seminary students on our staff: Rebel Hurd, 

Mark Nassen, Jordan Stone, and Elias Youngquist.)

•	New Outreach Ministries (e.g. “Necessities for Neighbors” and 
“Food To You” hosted on our campus, a Halloween Parking 
Lot Party that treated some 1,600+ neighboring children and 
their parents, strengthened Lowell Elementary connections, 
increased financial support to South Dakota Synod ministry 
partners as well as the bourgeoning Luther House of Study at 
Sioux Falls Seminary). Special thanks to Pastor Jeff Backer and 
the Evangelism and Outreach Board.

•	  The Inauguration of the Veritas Lectures (with Dr. Steve 
Paulson of Luther House of Study, delivering two lectures on 
October 4 and 9 based on his recently published book, Luther’s 
Outlaw God: Hiddenness, Evil, and Predestination [Volume I]. 
Fortress Press, 2018). 

•	The Development of a “SQUAD” ministry for High School Youth 
this past September. A twice-monthly ministry for High School 
students and mentors who gather for one hour of food and 
fellowship, followed by an hour of Bible Study and reflection. 
Special thanks to our Youth Minister, Elias Youngquist, his 
Advisory Board, and various First Lutheran host families. 

•	The Creation of Thursday Night “Fireside Forums” this past 
September (e.g. Pr. John on “The Fathoms of Faith in Mark 
Twain,” Dr. LaMoyne Pederson on “Christian Apologetics,” and 
Pr. Jeff and Pr. Lars co-leading an Advent-priming study on “The 
Annunciation” and “Magnificat” in St. Luke’s Gospel). Special 
thanks to our First Lutheran Education and Discipleship Board.

•	The Creation of “Katie’s Commons” that offers much needed 
expression of warmth and welcoming to our Atrium and 
Gathering Room area–in order for us to further grow into what 
it means to be “A Welcoming Home in the Heart of Sioux Falls."  
Please take note of the marvelous snapshots that grace the 
walls of the atrium, pictures that “love to tell the story” of our 
congregation in ministry and mission each day of the week. A 
special thanks to Deb Nelson and other members of the newly 
created Welcome and Community Board. (I wonder if they know 
that Martin Luther’s wife, Katie [a.k.a. Katherine von Bora] ran 
a brewery on her farm near Wittenberg, Germany?) 

•	The Creation of a “Director of Communications” position that is 
now beginning to assist First Lutheran in moving into the 21st 
century…media-wise. It is a major “First and Foremost” step 
toward ways in which First Lutheran can better “get the word 
out” (e.g. Facebook, Instagram, website design, various weekly 
Blogs, upcoming Podcasts, etc.) Special thanks to Pastor Lars and 
our Business Administrator, Marilyn McNeill for finding a gem 
in Jodi Hoyt, who serves as our new director–working closely 
not only with our media personnel but the entire staff.
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•	The Creation of “Children’s Crossing” (in the Tower Entrance to 
the sanctuary) with its splash of color and serving as a welcoming 
space for children and young families. This re-visioned space now 
provides a consecrated area for children to hang up their coats/
jackets, to prepare their “hearts and minds” for worship (Yup, this 
is what the word “prelude” means!), as well as offering a choice 
of age-appropriate “Activity Bags.” And…do you remember 
what the #1 concern/objective was that came out of the CAT 
study? Answer: “Welcoming and engaging young individuals/
families into the larger family of First Lutheran.” Thanks for 
this visioning of the new Children’s Crossing goes to Marnie 
Dahle Backer and the Youth and Family staff. A special thanks 
also goes to Tim Heinemann for volunteering his time to paint.

•	The Creation of New Support Groups (e.g. “KIN Ministry” and 
“Grieving with Grace”) as well as biblically based retreats. The 
most recent was a study of the Old Testament book of Ruth in 
Tuthill. Special thanks here to Pastor Katherine and her associate, 
Jordan Stone.

•	And finally, and most fulsomely…our great heritage… 
THE BAZAAR. Once again raising over $50,000 in support 
of local, synod-wide, and international mission partners. “O, I 
give God thanks for ‘Wow!’–that boisterous exclamation mark, 
when there’s nothing left to say” (Gerhard Frost).

And so to you, the “communion of saints”…among the family of 
First Lutheran Church…let your lights shine, let ‘em shine, let ‘em 
shine–in Jesus’ name. A blessed Epiphany to you and your families.

John R. Christopherson
Senior Pastor

“Generally speaking, the saints are not distinguished by their 
goodness. Rather, they are distinguished by the extravagant love 
of God that shines through them. The light of God’s claiming, 

baptismal Word that connects their feet on earth with the stars of 
heaven” (Paul Tillich; Systematic Theology I:121-122)


