Dear Friends in Christ,
 

Recently 17 members of the ELCA's Southwestern Minnesota Synod met near Durban, South Africa for a workshop on HIV & AIDS with members of their companion diocese - the South Eastern Diocese of the Evangelical Lutheran Church in Southern Africa. After spending a weekend with host families in different rural and urban parishes the SW Minnesota delegation met with Bishop Louis Sibiya and representatives from 10 circuits in the diocese.  As companions in mission they have decided to make HIV & AIDS a focal point for mutual learning and joint prayer and action. 
 

 We heard presentations and moving stories about what churches, organizations and individuals are doing concerning prevention, care and treatment  for those infected and affected by HIV & AIDS.  These include home visits, soup kitchens, nutrition gardens, care and support groups, hospice care, care for orphans, youth peer education and self-help projects.  At the same time it was clear to everyone that much more needs to be done to overcome denial, stigma, discrimination, indifference, gender violence, alcohol abuse and poverty. There needs to be strong advocacy for the availability of free quality Anti-retroviral medicines, a basic income grant and equal access to good health care for all.  The diocese has committed itself to developing a clear HIV & AIDS policy and strategy to coordinate and promote the church's response.  
 

We agreed as that as ELCA companions in mission we need to challenge our church, society and government to do more in the fight against HIV & AIDS and poverty in the world.  One way is to support the ONE Campaign to direct an additional one percent of the U.S. budget toward providing the most basic needs to poor countries.
It was inspiring to be together - to share in meals, prayer, singing, dancing and discussions but also hard and painful to hear about the needs and acknowledge that often we are part of the problem.  
 

During Advent we cannot miss the prophetic words of John the Baptist calling for restorative justice in response to the question, "What are we to do, then?" (Luke 3:10-14)
 

Advent and Christmas are all about God's Mission.  God's Mission is to be Emmanuel, God with us, as a God of unconditional love in the world for the sake of the world.  The vision statement of the ELCA boldly declares what this means for us:

 

Claimed by God's grace for the sake of the world, we are a new creation through God's living Word by the power of the Holy Spirit;
Gathered by God's grace for the sake of the world we will live among God's faithful people, hear God's Word and share Christ's supper; 
Sent by God's grace for the sake of the world, we will proclaim the good news of God in Christ through word and deed, serve all people following the example of our Lord Jesus, strive for justice and peace in all the world.
 

Come, Oh, Come, Emmanuel, with peace and justice, to us all.

 

Thank you for your participation in God's Mission locally and globally.    Thank you for your prayers and actions in support of ELCA Global Mission and for our family through the Missionary Sponsorship Program.

 

Yours faithfully,

 

Philip Knutson 

ELCA Global Mission

Regional Program Assistant - Southern Africa

Cape Town

November 16, 2006

 

 

 

 

