Reflections on understanding
a living and vital faith
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In Mark 12:28 Jesus is asked by a scribe: “Which commandment is first of all?” Jesus responded

with “the Lord is one,” and went on to say, “You shall love the Lord your God with all your heart,

and with all your soul, and with all your mind, and with all your strength” (Mark 12:30). These words

are very similar to those that served as Israel’s central confession of faith (Deuteronomy 6:4-5).

Joshua (22:5) later reminded the people of Israel to observe these words. With this text as a guide, how

do we begin to explore the ways we will nurture a living and vital faith in each person and the congregation?

Within the work of the Evangelical Lutheran Church in America, congregational vitality is defined as “communities of
Jesus where there are life-changing relationships with God, one another and the world.” These are three important
dimensions of our work together. But it is the way in which we bring our heart, soul, mind and strength into our life
and work that shows how the light of Christ shines in and through us. Our heart is the way we feel and sense God's
presence in and through emotions. The soul is our mindful awareness of the presence of God within us and the
world. This awareness encourages us to find meaning and purpose in life, both individually and as a community of
faith. The mind is how we learn our beliefs, perspectives and practices that shape our understanding, knowledge and
expressions of faith. And strength is the way we use our abilities, passions and skills to shape and live a life of faith.

The vitality of our faith as Christians, and as a church in the Lutheran tradition, finds meaning and purpose in Jesus’
words from Mark 12:30. As we engage our strategic directions for the future, we find both power and insight by
reflecting on what brings us vitality. Please consider the following:
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Heart responses to
«  When are the times you feel or sense God is present? these questions
How are these experiences different when you are with others rather than alone? help you gain

How do these emotions bring vitality to your faith and relationship with God? .
J ey . new insight and

Soul vitality into your
What Scripture passages give you an awareness of life or “living faith”? re-Iatlonsh|p

How does this awareness of a living faith help you find meaning and purpose in life? with God, each

«  What about your life experiences brings a sense of vitality to your faith? other and the

world.

Mind
What motivates you to continue growing in your relationship with God?

What have you found helps you learn more about God?
«  Where do you find vitality through your learnings and spiritual practices?

Strengths

What God-given abilities, passions and skills have you discovered in your life?
How does your faith guide you in using these?

«  What about using these abilities, passions and gifts gives you vitality? 4D
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God's work. Our hands.
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A message from

Presiding Bishop Elizabeth Eaton

Dear siblings in Christ,

As members of the Evangelical Lutheran Church in America,
we are freed by grace to live faithfully, witness boldly and
serve joyfully. As communities of Jesus that nurture life-
changing relationships with God, one another and the world,
we are confident about who we are in Christ and what God is
calling us to do. Whether worshiping wherever two or more
are gathered, engaging in lively conversations about faith, or
rolling up our sleeves and getting to work, we strive to share
God's grace and love in Christ for all people and creation. This reflects the vitality we find in
Jesus Christ, our own spiritual life and our desire to participate in what God is doing today.
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Within each community of Jesus there are leaders who strive to model an attitude of
servanthood, trustworthiness, humility, patience and listening first while striving to work with
others in healthy ways. These leaders teach all ages, motivate believers, build consensus, share
a vision, discern direction and facilitate action. Their attention is focused on growing disciples
who are sent into their daily life to love and serve others as friends, neighbors, parents, citizens
and workers. Together we recognize the importance of growing disciples and multiplying
leaders who serve inside your congregation and beyond your walls.

As our congregations plan their work for the coming year and how to use the resources God
has entrusted to them, | invite you all to think about the relationships that bring you vitality
and the leaders you nurture for God’s mission in the world. While you make many decisions,
remember you are not alone. We are all partners in sharing the gospel. Together, by God’s
grace, we can do what God is calling us to. May you go forth to do justice, love kindness and

walk humbly with God.

Serving together in Christ’s name,

W@W

The Rev. Elizabeth A. Eaton
Presiding Bishop

Evangelical Lutheran Church in America

You shall love the Lord your God
with all your heart, and with all
your soul, and with all your mind,
and with all your strength.
Mark 12:30

[ Annual congregational meeting opening liturgy ]

Spirit of God, Descend upon My Heart

Text: George Croly, 1780-1860

Music: MORECAMBE, Frederick C. Atkinson, 1841-1897
Text and music are in the public domain. Reproduced from Evangelical Lutheran Worship,
hymn #800. May be reproduced without restriction.
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1 Spir - it of God, de - scend up - on my heart;
2 I ask  no dream, no proph - et ec - sta - sies,
3 Have you not bid me love you, God and King;
4 Teach me to love you as your an - gels love,
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wean it from earth, through all its puls - es move;
no sud - den  rend ing of the wveil of clay,
all, all your own, soul, heart, and strength, and  mind?
one ho - ly pas - sion fill - ing all my  frame:
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stoop to my  weak - ness, strength to  me im - part,
no an - gel vis - 1 tant, no  op - ’'ning skies
1 see your cross; there teach my heart to cling.
the bap - tism of the heav’'n - de - scend - ed dove,
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and make me love you as I ought to love.
but take the dim - ness of my soul a way.
Oh, let me seek you and, oh, let me find!
my heart an al - tar, and your love the flame
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Litany

L

Recognizing that our faith is a living,
busy, active and mighty thing, may the
grace of our Lord Jesus Christ and the
communion of the Holy Spirit be with each of you.
And also with you.

Teach us, O Lord, to love you with all our heart,
soul, mind and strength.
Lord in your name we pray.

Descend on our hearts, O Lord, that we may
love others in the way Jesus loves us.
Christ in your name we pray.

Empower us, O Lord, to be enthusiastic in
pursuing your vision for our congregation.
Lord in your name we pray.

Move us, O Lord, to engage issues in our
community in Christ-like ways, and to pursue
deep and authentic relationships with those we
serve and partner.

Jesus in your name we pray.

Strengthen us, O Lord, to face the barriers we
encounter in doing your work, learning to work
with others although we may not agree.

Lord in your name we pray.

Give us, O Lord, the ability to adapt to the
cultural, economic and social changes that
occur in the neighborhoods we serve.
Christ in your name we pray.

Guide us, O Lord, to be a healthy congregation
that learns from our failures as well as our
successes and offers wisdom to others.

Lord in your name we pray.

Let us pray. As we strive to become the church
that we proclaim to be, help us to grow leaders
who focus on the gospel of freedom, forgiveness
and reconciliation as given to us through God's
indescribable act of love in the death and
resurrection of Jesus the Christ. Help us
to take a fresh look at our baptism
each day so we may discover
vitality in our relationship with
you, each other and those
we serve in the world.
Amen.




