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A F E W  T H O U G H T S  F R O M  T H E  P A S T O R 
 

 

I write this Tidings article only a few days after the shortest day of the year.  Usually, during this 

month, I return home from my work at IPLC to streets that are already dark.  When I wake up in the 

morning I have to turn on the lights to find my way around the house.  There is something that kind of 

slows down in my spirit when I see so little sun.  I yearn for those long, lazy summer days when the 

world around me was green and bright. 

It seems no surprise that as the days get longer and colder, we respond by decorating our homes 

with lights and putting candles in the windows.  These lights are in many ways, our response to the 

darkness that gets longer by the day, our way of celebrating that even in on the darkest day of the year, 

there is always light to spare. 

As we enter into the season of Epiphany, we proclaim a story of light.  After celebrating the birth 

of Christ, we tell the story of a light that has come into the world in such a way that darkness can never 

overcome it.  In the birth and life of Jesus we acknowledge that God has lived among us, entered into the 

great human story and guaranteed an ending that can easily be forgotten in such dark days. 

But the season after Epiphany isnôt only about light and longer days, it is also about water.  We 

celebrate together in this season the baptism of Jesus in the River Jordan, and the beginning of his public 

ministry in the ancient world.  We become people of light and water through these stories, people who 

trust in the light that has dawned in our dark world and the water that cleanses us from the darkness 

within.   

The days are getting longer, but the growth is slow.  Our spirits can sag, our hearts can become 

heavy.  Our hope can waver.  But, the work is not ours.  Christ has come.  The world has cradled the 

God made flesh.  Light has come, with no work of our own, just eyes to see.  May we, as these days 

grow and the sun appears once again, remember to keep our eyes and hearts open to the greatest of light, 

the places where we see the light of Christ dawning in our midst. 

 

Grace and Peace, 

 

Pastor Petersen 
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Dear friends, family, church sponsors and fellow 

missionaries,  

 

Warm wishes to you and all your loved ones in this, 

the increasingly chilly season.  

Life seems to get filled up with sumo matches, mid-

term exams, calls to loved ones back home, retreats, lots of 

delicious fish eating and the like.  It's over three months 

since I last updated you, and for this delay I apologize. 

Life in Kumamoto, Japan continues on. It's been a busy 

time of the year at school, and I am looking forward to the 

couple of weeks off come Christmas and New Years. 

(Especially with the much anticipated visit from my 

wonderful parents and younger brother and sister!!)  

I had tried a couple of times over the past few months 

to put together an update, but couldn't quite get the words 

out. In the midst of the hustle and bustle, I have never been 

more appreciative of where I am, what I have been called/

asked to do, and the many challenges that come along with 

that.  I have been in Japan for over 13 months now; I have 

already learned so much.  The biggest change in my life 

has been me coming to terms with what it looks like (for 

me) to be a Christian.  I will try to share about this, and 

apologize if it confuses. As some of you know, I had 

applied to other English-teaching programs in Japan 

before finding out about the J3 program through ELCA's 

Global Missions.  I didn't make it very far in the 

application process of the other programs before getting 

turned away.  I was hurt and upset that what I so very 

badly wanted to do wasn't going to work out.  Like people 

do with many forms of rejection, I tried to understand 

where I was flawed, what could I have done to improve 

my application, what did they want that I didn't have?  

As the story goes, I decided to risk heartbreak again 

and apply for this J3 program. Despite my warnings at my 

interview that although I was Christian, I couldn't quote 

the Bible and that I still had a lot questions, I was offered 

the position! This may seem trite to some, but for me, it 

was terrifying. Me? A missionary?! But I trusted the good 

people at GM knew what they were doing, and I was 

happy to land a job in Japan!  

Zip ahead a few months, a handful of all-night 

Karaoke sessions and countless bowls of rice later, it 

suddenly hit me.  I didn't get rejected from those other 

programs because of some sort of flaw.  It wasn't the lack 

of Japanese language or some other frivolous quality. It 

was simply that God was taking charge. God was saying, 

Carolyn, I know you have this passion for going to Japan, 

I want you to go, but I want you to go with me.  He wasn't 

going to let my excuse for too many questions hinder my 

relationship with him any longer.  He was offering his 

hand again, hoping I might fully embrace it.  The freedom 

and joy that this realization left me has been, in one word, 

awesome. 

I cannot express enough how much your support and 

love has been a help to me over the past year. I hope to 

continue to build relationships with you and the people 

around me.  Some highlights for me have been growing 

closer with the J3 community.  After the first few months of 

moving to Kumamoto, I have come to (again) really 

appreciate the welcoming arms of fellow J3s.  In another 

example, due to the first wave to influenza at my school mid

-November, students were sent home, but teachers still 

reported to work all week.  Because of the "break" I was 

able to spend a more relaxed time with a fellow partner 

teacher and have a (mostly in English) in-depth conversation 

about spirituality and religions. In times of loneliness, it is 

intimate, real conversations are what I crave most.  I find my 

level of Japanese language to still hinder really close 

relationships with others who do not speak any English.  The 

chances I get to build up relationships are most helpful in 

battling both loneliness and the Japanese language!   

 The fast-paced fall semester at school has been at times, 

overwhelming.  The end of the academic year is in the far-

horizon (early March) and I nervously anticipate the increase 

of responsibilities the new year will have for me.  Teaching 

has been exciting, challenging and frustrating.  It's all been 

new, so I'm continually learning alot, and keeping 

deadlines.  At times, I even think my students are learning, 

whew!!!  

 As the advent season is upon us, we at Luther had our 

official Christmas Illumination Ceremony last week. A few 

songs, Bible passages, a short message, and the lights are 

lit!!! Think "Christmas Vacation" minus the failed 

attempts.  Camels walk up the hill, and bright stars hang 

from the ginko trees.  I know I'm leaving work early if the 

lights haven't been turned on yet. ;D Another Christmas 

event to look forward to is Christmas Caroling on the early 

morning (we are meeting up at 5:30 AM) of December 22nd. 

Teachers and san-nen-sei students (High school seniors) will 

meet up, and sing out hearts out.  One point of interest: the 

Japanese for caroling is written and said almost the same as 

my name, Carolyn. It is a point for laughs and jokes by 

fellow teachers.  Regardless, it will be my first time to go a-

caroling and I am very excited!!!  

 Attached to this email are some pictures from the past 

few months. That man with white gloves? He is leading the 

fans in structured cheering at a professional baseball game. 

The sunset and sea at low tide are from a weekend in the 

fishing town of Amakusa. Next you see me and Canadian 

friend Jen inside our tent we built as a part of celebrating 

Canadian Thanksgiving in October. (I'm the one on the 

right!) The last two are from my most recent sumo 

excursion. I was able to see part of the November 

tournament in Fukuoka. First picture is opening ceremony 

for the highest level of sumos, and then a match (bout) about 

ready to start.  

 As a reminder, if you or anyone you know is interested 

in supporting what I and others like me do, please contact 

(Continued on page 5) 

UPDATE FROM CAROLYN  STYPKA, IPLCôS MISSIONARY 
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          Just when we thought we had hit a lull in 

locating Return to Sender recipients, good fortune 

smiled on IPLC again. 

            A few days before Christmas, Mark 

Wehmhoeffer of Hoffman Estates did an Internet 

search on his late father, Clarence Joseph 

Wehmhoeffer. Much to his surprise, his fatherôs 

name came up on the IPLC Web site as one of the 

World War II veterans who corresponded with 

Pastor Joshua Oden. 

            Mark contacted the IPLC office and the 

Wehmhoeffers became the 106th family to have 

their letters returned. This time, we bypassed the 

U.S. Postal Service and hand-delivered the family 

mementos so he 

could have them in 

time for Christmas. 

            It was especially meaningful for Mark because his father had passed 

away at age 66 on March 27, 1990. He died two days after retiring after a 

long career working for the City of Chicago in the Streets and Sanitation 

Dept., and later in the cityôs Electrical Dept. 

            ñ[The letters] paint a new picture of my Dad,ôô Mark Wehmhoeffer 

said. ñItôs good to see a copy of his handwriting.ò 

            There were four letters written by Clarence Wehmhoeffer to Pastor 

Oden in the collection of 1,000-plus letters that were discovered at church in 

the fall of 2006. They were written while Clarence was at sea during WWII. 

He mentioned being in Hawaii and the Aleutian Islands, and that he was 

eager to get home to say thank you in person to his friends at church. 

            Clarence Wehmhoeffer and his stepmother, Mabel, joined IPLC on 

Feb. 2, 1941. They lived at 4430 N. Kenneth. Mabel was married to 

Clarenceôs father (also named Clarence). Mabel joined via Reaffirmation of 

her beliefs, and Clarence joined via Adult Confirmation at age 17. 

            --Ralph Greenslade 

Clarence Joseph Wehmhoefer  
U.S. Navy 

RETURN TO SENDER 

Mark Wehmhoefer of Hoffman Estates was thrilled to receive 
four of his fatherôs World War II letters that were written to 
Pastor Joshua Oden. He received the letters in time to share 
them with his family at Christmas.  

GOODBYE, OLD YEAR 
 

Old Year! upon the Stage of Time 

You stand to bow your last adieu; 

A moment, and the prompterôs chime 

Will ring the curtain down on you. 

 ðRobert W. Service 

A NEW YEARôS DESIRE 
 

 Grant that I may bring no tear to any eye, 

 when this New Year in time shall end. 

 Let it be said Iôve played the friend, 

 have lived and loved and labored here, 

 And made of it a happy year. 

  ðEdgar A. Guest 
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SUNDAY SCHOOL CHRISTMAS PAGENT 

THE BEST PLACE  TO SPEND CHRISTMAS 


