
 

 

 

Have you ever been on a ship or huge boat before?  It’s amazing 

that they can make these things and that they can withstand the 

waves of the sea.  Dan and I were on a cruise boat called the 

Adonia, and that was small.  You could feel the movement of the 

ship teeter tottering, but it wasn’t bad.   
 

Now imagine being on a different kind of boat made mostly of 

wood.  It’s pretty well enclosed with no “Promenade Deck” like 

the Love Boat 😊.  Imagine being on it with a massive number of 

animals, birds, reptiles and dinosaurs even!  That’s an ark.  It’s 

over 3 football fields long!  We had five families represented who 

decided to make the trek down to Kentucky to see the Creation 

Museum and Ark Adventure last week.  We were amazed at the 

construction and the ingenious design that made the Ark sustain a 

year of travel while not being wrecked or capsized like other 

potential boats of that era.  We learned a lot about the Bible and particularly the importance 

of understanding the book of Genesis, God’s intent for us, and how God’s sending of a flood 

was such a key piece of His whole story of redemption of humankind.  Ask the Siegrists, 

Wiegels, Johnstons, Pietzs, Becky Christenson, and Dennis Hall about their experience.   
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Message Title= Re-formation: “By golly Ole, you have changed!” 
 

Genesis 46:1-7 1So Israel set out with all that was his, and when he reached Beersheba, he offered 
sacrifices to the God of his father Isaac. 2And God spoke to Israel in a vision at night and said, 
"Jacob! Jacob!" "Here I am," he replied. 3"I am God, the God of your father," he said. "Do not be 
afraid to go down to Egypt, for I will make you into a great nation there. 4I will go down to Egypt with 
you, and I will surely bring you back again. And Joseph's own hand will close your eyes." 5Then 
Jacob left Beersheba, and Israel's sons took their father Jacob and their children and their wives in 
the carts that Pharaoh had sent to transport him. 6So Jacob and all his offspring went to Egypt, taking 
with them their livestock and the possessions they had acquired in Canaan. 7Jacob brought with him 
to Egypt his sons and grandsons and his daughters and granddaughters-all his offspring. 
 

Acts 1:1-8 1In my former book, Theophilus, I wrote about all that Jesus began to do and to teach 
2until the day he was taken up to heaven, after giving instructions through the Holy Spirit to the 
apostles he had chosen. 3After his suffering, he presented himself to them and gave many convincing 
proofs that he was alive. He appeared to them over a period of forty days and spoke about the 
kingdom of God. 4On one occasion, while he was eating with them, he gave them this command: "Do 
not leave Jerusalem, but wait for the gift my Father promised, which you have heard me speak about. 
5For John baptized with water, but in a few days you will be baptized with the Holy Spirit." 6Then they 
gathered around him and asked him, "LORD, are you at this time going to restore the kingdom to 
Israel?" 7He said to them: "It is not for you to know the times or dates the Father has set by his own 
authority. 8But you will receive power when the Holy Spirit comes on you; and you will be my 
witnesses in Jerusalem, and in all Judea and Samaria, and to the ends of the earth." 
 

Matthew 13:1-9 1That same day Jesus went out of the house and sat by the lake. 2Such large crowds 
gathered around him that he got into a boat and sat in it, while all the people stood on the shore. 
3Then he told them many things in parables, saying: "A farmer went out to sow his seed. 4As he was 
scattering the seed, some fell along the path, and the birds came and ate it up. 5Some fell on rocky 
places, where it did not have much soil. It sprang up quickly, because the soil was shallow. 6But when 
the sun came up, the plants were scorched, and they withered because they had no root. 7Other seed 
fell among thorns, which grew up and choked the plants. 8Still other seed fell on good soil, where it 
produced a crop-a hundred, sixty or thirty times what was sown. 9Whoever has ears, let them hear." 
 

Last week we talked about how the American Church context is changing fast.  There will be a great 
shortage of pastors and priests over the next two years, many churches are in decline and a portion 
will be contemplating closing its doors.  Within a year or so, one third of the ELCA Lutheran churches 
in our Greater Milwaukee Synod will be in some sort of transition.  The changes happening have not 
necessarily been incremental, but rather unpredictable with a bit of chaos mixed in.  But God is UP 
TO SOMETHING.  Yes, the church as we once knew it may be RE-FORMING or MORPHING into 
something different, God remains the same yesterday, today, and forever. 
 

As we look at God’s Preferred Future for St. Olaf Lutheran church, it’s very important that we 
understand a bit of our history, 173 years of history!  So, today’s sermon title, “By golly Ole, you have 
changed!” reminds us that there are seasons in a church’s life and a renewal of focus on intentional 
faith formation and missions may look different from the 19th century to the 21st century. 
 

But before we go to Norway, let’s go to Israel first.  Thousands of years ago God was forming a 
people to be a light to the nations.  To be SET APART, holy, living in such a way that would honor 
God and love people like no other people group or nation ever.  Through such people as Abraham 
and Sarah, Jacob, Joseph, Moses, the prophets and judges, God was teaching His people how to 
live.  Did this people called Israel stay put?  No!  They moved around and scattered multiple times.  
God SENT them to Egypt for 400 years from the land of Canaan, to help them grow and stay 
focused.  He rescued them from slavery and sent them into the wilderness to wander for 40 years 
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and to learn the Word of God spoken to them by their great and faithful leader, Moses.  Even when 
they soon settled in Israel, they went astray from the focus on the one true God and were sent into 
exile twice by being conquered by the Babylonians and Assyrians.  Yes, God’s people went through 
very challenging times, in part, due to their lack of faithfulness in centering their lives upon God and 
obeying God’s Word and precepts. 
 

But whether they were in Canaan, Egypt, the Wilderness, Israel, or Babylonia, they were God’s 
people SENT to be missionaries, a LIGHT to the nations, to show what it is to LOVE God and LOVE 
people. 
 

Today we have one of our infamous “in-house” historians…Roger Johnson, who’s going to give us a 
glimpse of what a band of believers from Norway were thinking when they left the homeland to start 
afresh a different life, starting from scratch in the land of the Americas.  Rog, take it away, O Captain 
my Captain! 
 

Roger: “I was asked to look back at our church history and its historical documents to find similarities 
or differences between the early days of our congregation and our current church in terms of mission, 
member participation, connection with our church families, and acceptance of new members into the 
church family.  Attitudes in all these areas evolved through the years.  It's all part of where we were, 
where we are now, and where we want to go as a church. 
 

The mission of St. Olaf's 173 years ago when our congregation was founded was not the same as 
it is now.  We'd like to think it was always part of the mission of our church to reach out to the 
community and world at large to share God's love, care for those in need, and teach salvation through 
God's grace; but it was not.  It was their church that was the mission field.   

 

In 1844, about 20 families made their way from Telemark, Norway to the new world because of 
the growing population in Norway and lack of opportunity for their children.  At the recommendation of 
a neighbor in the old country who had come to Pine Lake a year earlier, they settled here and 
established the area they called Toland.  There was no mention of missions in our early church 
documents.  Supporting missions was not on their agenda.  They were far too busy surviving the 
hardships of building their homes, making a living in a harsh land, enduring the loss of so many of 
their children to various diseases, and finding the time and where with all to build a church building 
where they could gather to find the strength to get through each tough day until they could gather 
again to be renewed.  

 

Missions were the work of clergymen, but there were no Norwegian or any other Lutheran pastors 
in this area to establish St. Olaf's as a mission church.  The emigrants were virtually abandoned by 
the clergy in Norway.  It was the work of the clergy and students of the Nashotah House Episcopal 
Seminary to travel on horseback to hold services about once a month at parishes of various 
denominations including ours.  Gustav Unonius, a student at the Episcopal Seminary at Nashotah, 
was the missionary who organized St. Olaf's as a Norwegian Lutheran Church In Communion With 
The Protestant Episcopal Church In Wisconsin.  Unonius was a Swede who did not have a good 
command of the Norwegian language.  So the services were not as satisfying as the people would 
have liked.   Baptisms, confirmations, marriages, and funerals were performed by ordained ministers 
from Nashotah House, and they could only speak English.  The congregation could not understand a 
word said at services officiated by these ministers.  Even so, the people were glad they came to 
minister to them and they practiced faithful attendance.   

 

This brings up another difference between our early church and the current one.  The church does 
best among the poor; people who have little besides their faith. They need God in their lives.  We saw 
it first hand in Swaziland.  Those people have nothing but their faith, and they practice their faith to an 
extent I have never before seen.  In the early days of St. Olaf's, everyone was expected to be at 
worship service.  Everyone believed God expected them to be there.  If someone missed a service at  
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St. Olaf's in the early days, a neighbor would want to find out what might be wrong.  In those days, 
that connection took considerable effort.  There was no telephone, email, Facebook, or Twitter.  A 
visit meant a hot walk in a humid summer or a cold walk in winter.  The irony is that there is less 
connection now even though we have the technology to be more connected.  Practically all the 
members of our early congregation hungered for the gathering at a church service.  In those hard 
times, almost everyone was a farmer, and they had the same interests and concerns for discussion 
before and after the service.  Nowadays there are so many occupations and interests.  We have so 
much less in common.  We are less dependent on our neighbors.  In addition, life is so much easier 
now.  There are so many comforts; so many recreations available outside the church.  God is not as 
big a part of many of our lives as He was in the early days.  For too many, it seems God is not 
needed at all.  For them, church is a place to show up at once in a while; perhaps when there is 
nothing else going on; which is seldom in this busy world.  
 

 Even by 1875, mission work was still not on the minds of the parishioners of St. Olaf's and neither 
was the faithful church attendance that the first generation immigrants found so important in earlier 
days.  A pastor's report of that era stated as much.  It also included the following, "The new church 
building, (in which we are seated, was completed in 1875.  The building is cold in winter and there is 
carelessness in attendance.  Religious school attendance could be better.  People of the 
congregation are free of open sin, but lack in sincerity in Christian living due to the fact that there is 
little Bible reading and devotions in the home.  Church discipline is not practiced, and the church is 
doing little for missions".   
 

In 1881, the attitude toward missions began to change with the organization of St. Olaf's 
Ladies' Aid.  The records show that pastor visited our congregation and asked why there was no 
ladies organization here.  He said that the ladies didn't have to stay home always and churn butter all 
the time.  So they established a Ladies' Aid.  Its purpose was to give financial support to the various 
children's homes, homes for the aged, and mission work.  They held bake sales, bazaars, mission 
picnics and suppers to help raise money.  The Ladies Aid even changed its name to St. Olaf's 
Missionary Society before it eventually became American Lutheran Church Women.   

 

It sounds like the St. Olaf's of today except that they seldom traveled to support missions.  
Transportation wasn't nearly as convenient or affordable as it is today.  They supported missions by 
sending money.  Today we do much more traveling to the mission fields in addition to financially 
supporting missions. 

 

The basement under the entire church was built in 1919.  The records show there was a great 
difference of opinion as to whether a basement should be built because some thought that the church 
was not for social functions.  Up until this time, meetings and functions were held at the homes of 
members or outside the church building. A cook stove would be brought from a neighboring home 
and set up outside to cook the coffee and heat the dishwater.  As the church owned no dishes, 
members brought their china and silver ware.  Food was abundant.  In fact there was one time when 
there was no space on an overloaded table, so a lemon pie was put on the ground.   Theodore 
Amundson, who was a heavyset man, stepped on it and there was not much of that pie left.  These 
functions were for church members and occasionally the members of our two sister churches.  They 
were not for reaching out to the neighbors of the church or the community. So you see, our current 
efforts to try to put the church in the center of the community by inviting the community in for all our 
community events was not always the philosophy of the church. 

 

There is much evidence in the early records that our early Norwegian Lutheran clergymen 
thought the only true church was the Lutheran Church.  Some thought the Methodist Church, 
Episcopal Church, and probably other religions were sects, and they didn't hesitant to put their 
opinions on paper.  Times have certainly changed for the better in terms of community churches of 
various denominations working together.  Could it be that necessity is indeed the mother of invention; 
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in this case survival of the Christian Church is the necessity and requires churches working together 
as never before.  

 

The congregation's welcoming of families of different cultures into the congregation also 
evolved.  There is every indication that the members of St. Olaf's got along famously with the 
neighboring English, Irish, and Germans in their everyday life.  They needed the talents these 
neighbors brought to the table.  They needed to work together to get their farming and building 
projects done.  This did not carry over to their church life.  It was many years before St. Olaf's 
stopped being exclusively Norwegian and Lutheran / Catholic marriages were found acceptable.  This 
has all changed in the last 50 years or so.  Families of all nationalities and religions who wish to be a 
part of St. Olaf's are welcomed with open arms.  They are the reason our church has survived and 
flourished while others are failing.  While the few Norwegian families that are left are proud of 
establishing this congregation, they now only look at their heritage as part of the quaintness of St. 
Olaf's.  The lutefisk dinners, heritage celebrations, cemetery tours, and the like are tools of outreach 
to invite the community in to take a look at a really cool church and congregation.”   
 

Thank you Roger.  If you want to hear more, connect with Roger and George to hear the history. 
 

Now let’s go to TODAY, here and NOW.  Not all of us are descendants of the first generation that 
landed here 173 years ago.  In fact, we come from a variety of nationalities and Christian faith 
traditions.  Yet God brought us together, to love God, love one another, and to share Jesus with the 
world.  Like in Acts, the people were sent out to be missionaries to the people in their immediate 
location, in that case, Jerusalem, to Judah, to Samaria (people outside of their nationality), and to the 
ends of the earth…to the cities and the countryside.  What does our lifestyle look like today and how 
does it hinder us from our mission? 
 

Changes locally (MKE, fewer farming, mobility, job transitions & moves, two wage earners, single 
parents, young adults leaving area or disengaged in church matters; families no longer…) 
 

How has St. Olaf had to adjust its way of doing ministry and mission to reach all generations and 
people beyond the church? 
 

Given 21st century schedules, blue laws gone, travel increased, Sunday Sabbath rare, how do we BE 
church today where we are? 
 

1. Draw people COME TO St. Olaf’s;  
2. AND GO TO PEOPLE where they are at (Ashippun Fireman’s Picnic…be there, connect with 

people; Tally-ho’s and Tom & Di’s; local businesses, golf course, schools 
3. Make worship such an inspiring, energizing, meaningful experience high in joy, human 

connection, 5 senses, great music, and message we can take home and apply 
4. Equip people to BE church in home….home as church too 

 

Core Values: 
 

 Inspiring Worship that uplifts and strengthens our spirit to live out our faith boldly and 
confidently 

 Christ-centered Relationships where God talk is common 

 Authentic Hospitality- a welcome that is personal and meaningful 

 Relevant Faith- here, at home, wherever we go 

 Compassionate Service that cares for the poor and poor in spirit in a personal way 

 Contagious Generosity that spurs on others to live generously 
 
 

 

Page 6 


