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PART ONE:   MY STORY

Early childhood in Finland

My family in Finland was originally not very religious but my mum used to send my brother and I to the local Lutheran church for Sunday school every week. There was another friend of ours, Hannele, who took part and often there were only three of us and the teacher or occasionally even three teachers! 
When I was 13 years old there was an evangelistic meeting in our Lutheran church hall Hannele invited me as she was attending with her elder sister. During this meeting I realised for the first time in my life that I was a sinner.  I had stolen my brother’s sweets and understood that it is precisely this sin, shame and fear that separate me from a Holy God.  I wanted to have my sins forgiven and invite Jesus into my heart but when the leader asked us openly to indicate this I shied away. I still remember as I was leaving the up-stairs church hall talking to Jesus in my hear t and waving good buy as I said to Him: ‘Sorry Jesus, this did not work out then!’ But God did not leave me in my despair. When I descended the stairs I saw the leader of the meeting behind me and realised that this was my moment: turned to him and said hastily: ‘I would like to talk with you about Jesus!’  So we sat in the front pews of my local Lutheran church where I confessed my sins and invited Jesus to be my Lord and Saviour. My friend Hannele made this same decision on the same evening and we are happy to share the same second birthday remembering each other every year and encouraging each other in our Christian Pilgrimage through this life.
This event changed my entire life. At that moment I did not understand too much about God’s righteousness, about atonement, about sin and a holy life or about many other things but I knew I belonged to God and was His child. From that moment on God has been extremely faithful and good to me. I joined the local church youth group and with their teaching and social programs grew in the Lord little by little not even realising it at the time.

Becoming a deaconess
After the High School I had to decide what to do with my life: what further education to pursue or what career to follow? My friends and I applied to many institutions and the only thing I knew to do was to pray: ‘Lord I will go where ever you open a door!’  The Lord opened a door to study to become a Deaconess in the Lutheran Church.  Initially I had hoped to become a teacher but quite enjoyed the student years and bonded well with my fellow students and teachers in the Deaconia Institute in Lahti. This time included a short period in a male prison in Eastern Finland and work in Tampere city with young people who that had drug and behavioural problems. I was also fortunate to work as a trainee in my Deaconess friend’s congregation in Tampere, Viinikka,  which gave me a youthful and enthusiastic insight into the profession.  At the end I was very happy to be in Jesus’ service as a Deaconess and thought that He had brought me to that place for His own good purposes which I didn’t fully know or understand at the time.
Haifa, Israel

After this I wanted to learn more about real life and departed alone for one year in Israel.
I lived in a Kibbutz near Haifa, was given my own Kibbutz family with whom I met regularly, started to learn Hebrew and enjoyed meeting young people from all over the world as the Kibbutz movement was very popular in those days. Later on in the year after I had gained enough language proficiency and my nursing papers were approved by the Health Authorities  I could start to work in Haifa Rotchild Hospital as a nurse in a surgical ward. At that time Jews, Arabs and us foreigners were working closely together for all who needed hospital care. During the week-ends, I had already from my time in the Kibbutz, found out that there was a local Lutheran Church Congregation which met in Haifa every Sunday and was also a part of very international community. Very early in my stay in Israel I joined the Haifa  Lutheran church family and felt very much part of it. Every Sunday I met a Finnish family who worked in the adjacent Ebenezer Home for the elderly and helped regularly with the Church activities. Their simple Christian lifestyle  and love impressed me greatly. Another things that impressed me profoundly was that God can be trusted with my life, God will sustain and provide in new circumstances, God will lead on when we ask Him to do so and that God is just a great God! 

Back to Finland: What next?
 I returned to Finland after the year abroad, as I had to start to pay back my loan from Finnish Government which had enabled me to complete my studies. My work in the Casualty Department of Tampere Central Hospital was very interesting, challenging and I learned a lot every day. I lived nearby in residential halls for the staff. During my time in the A & E (Accidents and Emergences) the biggest thing I learned was the power of team work. It was great to be part of a team that worked together for a common goal to save lives and to make people get better. 

One day  I was reading the Bible and praying when I suddenly realised that God had not cancelled His Great Commandment to ‘go and make disciples of all nations, (baptising them in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit, and teaching them to obey everything Jesus had commanded them’ Mt 28:19-20a)
This thought was like a bolt of lightning! Yes, I need to do something about this, this commandment from God Himself has never been cancelled, I’m required to respond! I did not have any visions or other ideas but rationally thought that I either need to help send other people or need to go myself! To find out what God wanted me to do I thought that since I have no hindrances to go myself  I will do all within my means to go and if God stops me then my place is to stay and send others. 
After contacting the ‘Finnish Evangelical Lutheran Mission’ (FELM) they asked me to become a specialized nurse before anything else could happen. God provided me a place in Tampere Nursing College straight away.  Then there was a half year missionary course in Helsinki in the Mission Head Quarters, another half year’s language studies in England in Whitby and by the time of sending me out to the field the Mission Board had three  options: Nepal, Taiwan, or Israel.  At the last minute there was an urgent call for church work in Bangkok  Thailand with a new Lutheran Ministry in co-operation with Norwegians and the  Hong Kong Lutheran Church. 
Bangkok, Thailand

So it was decided that my place would be in Bangkok helping to start new congregations. However after language school if was felt that the Mission needed me to help to run a church kindergarten and also at the same time help the same congregation with the church work. The Banana Tree Kindergarten which is now called the ‘Emmanuel Church Kindergarten’ has about 100 children and a staff of about 12. Some of the children come from   impoverished area nearby and the idea is to give the children an education so they can do better in their lives afterwards. In 1994 The Lutheran Church in Thailand was born with more than 10 congregations, it’s own theological education, and Radio Ministry, also with it’s own Deaconia department -under which there is a  ‘Home of Grace’ for single mothers.  Also to improve Deaconia work in different congregations a Deaconia Committee,  which later became a Deaconia Department in the newly formed Lutheran Church in Thailand, was formed to provide training days , give a Forum for discussion and net work with those who were interested about this way of serving the Lord and setting up deaconia projects. 
During my 6 ½ years in Bangkok I learned more about Christian team work. The fundamental lesson was that although each one of us worked independently in different church centres or other ministries like in the kindergarten, theological teaching or deaconia projects etc. We were all united in our weekly prayer time. We shared a common goal to advance the Kingdom of God and were all brothers and sisters. We normally met together in a big group, either in an international group or people only from our home countries, and then were divided in smaller prayer groups each time of different composition. Just as in the hospital team, we learned to live, work and appreciate each other as we talked with God with all of our siblings regularly!
Back to Finland: What next?

My time in Bangkok was cut short as I developed   an allergy for the dust and pollution of the city. I wasn’t the only one; previously 5 other colleagues had developed either an asthmatic condition or similar type of allergy. So it was decided that I should return to Finland to recuperate. After being in Finland for a couple of years and having worked as a deacon in Tampere, Viinikka, Lutheran congregation -where  I had previously participated as a trainee- and doing some nursing in Tampere Central Hospital in the A & E,  I felt good again and contacted the mission for possible further work abroad.
Marseille, France

 At this time the Mission had got a request for church workers in Marseille France and in 1992 after completing my language studies I packed my car and drove down south to the Mediterranean city of Marseille. There I worked in a small- Paroisse St Gabriel- which was a  Lutheran Outpost in order to enlarge the Lutheran Church in southern France. The Finnish Evangelical Lutheran Mission works there with the Mission Interieur of the Lutheran Church in France.
The work had been started in Marseille some years earlier and consisted of a double strategy which meant reaching out to the local Muslim community and establishing a Lutheran presence.  It was a small team which had encountered several changes in a short period of time and so struggled with the work, vision and unity.  My work included both youth work and women’s work during my 6 years in Marseille.  The most important lessons gained from my time in France was that of a consistent weekly prayer sharing time with my German friend Rita and spending substantial time meditating and studying the Word of God. At the same time a door into a new life situation opened as it was during this time I met my future husband Andrew. 
 Andrew’s parent had served in Morocco as missionaries for decades and Andrew was born there. So he is a missionary kid and we shared the different experiences of the mission perspective and God centred life as we got married in Marseille in 1999.

York & Leeds, England
Moving to England opened another new door as I met Bishop Walter, was asked  to join the Leeds Universities Chaplaincy Team and was I installed as a deacon in St Luke’s Lutheran Church in Leeds. My main role in the chaplaincy team is as a Lutheran chaplain and an International Students Chaplain which has been a very exciting and inspiring experience. Having served in the Chaplaincy now for more than 10 years one can really join Rudyard Kipling when he says something like:’ I may not be where I intended to go but I’m where I should be’.
I definitely feel that God has called me to serve Him by serving others and proclaiming the Good News about Jesus Christ to all who don’t know Him.

This we do in Leeds through the  International Students Club, which offers social and cultural weekly meetings to all international and home students reaching out to 30-120 students.

We also offer God’s Good News in two Bible discussion groups; one for explorers and one for Christians;  4-15 people attending. We run a new small group called ‘Culture Cafe’ for international students in Leedsmet university.

There is also a monthly meeting for ‘International staff. We regularly visit student residential halls on Thursdays carrying out an international religious survey at the same time to find out what young people think about life’s deeper questions and to offer New Testaments for those who are interested.    My colleague Laurence Pusey regularly visits in India and Uganda telling British students how God heals the sick over there. This discussion often leads to the western need   rather to have an inner healing for the brokenness of our lives as our health system is so effective that physical needs are often easily met but we might need God’s healing touch to heal our inner brokenness. 

I also tutor beginners Bible studies to students on a one-to-one basis.

PART TWO:   REFLECTIONS   ABOUT    DEACONIA

Apostle Paul writes in his letter to Colossians (Col. 2:6-7)
“So then, just as you received Christ Jesus, continue to live in him, rooted and built up in him, strengthened in the faith as you were taught, and over flowing with thankfulness.” 

This passage was an eye opener for me when I heard a preacher explaining that we continue our Christian life in the same way as when we first invited Christ into our lives! We keep coming to Jesus for grace and forgiveness, being renewed by Him and then going out into the world to serve Him where ever He sends us to do His work. Sin, shame, fear and guilt separate us from God but on the cross Jesus took that curse on Himself so that we will be free and forgiven in Him.
As Paul says later in the letter of Colossians (Col.2:13-15)
“When you were dead in your sins .....  God made you alive with Christ. He forgave us all our sins, having cancelled the written code, with its regulations, that was against us and that stood opposed to us; he took it away, nailing it to the cross. And having disarmed the powers and authorities , he made a public spectacle of them, triumphing over them by the cross.’

Gal 3:13 ‘ Christ redeemed us from the curse of the law by becoming a curse for us, for it is written:” Cursed is everyone who is hung on a tree.” He redeemed us in order that the blessing given to Abraham might come to the Gentiles through Christ Jesus, so that by faith we might receive the promise of the Spirit.’ 
For me  deaconial service with practical actions and the Word of God are inseparable. There is no serving of God if I don’t abide in Him and if He is not in me.  Service and actions separated from God’s Word & prayer would mean something else than Deaconia work. Only with and through the written and incarnated living Word does Deaconia work become His work. Only through the power of the Gospel are the lives of people transformed. (Rm 1:16)
For me the aim of deaconia work is that people would come into the Kingdom of God and that their faith would always grow and be strengthened. Sometimes the Word of God can only live in my own heart when I serve and pray for the people. I need to learn to really listen to people! Sometimes it is not yet appropriate or good to share too much but often one day the right time comes and then it is good to be bold and tell the Gospel which has God given power to transform lives.  So that God’s name would be glorified.
I was very impressed by Dr Roy Long’s research documents about both’ the Ministry of  Deacons’  and ‘Ministry in the Old and New Testaments’ which clearly highlights the same idea, especially the later paper. From the life and teaching of Bonhoeffer we uncover the same discovery  that ‘the gospel preached and lived out in obedience to God’s commands’  is our calling as Christians.  (Bonhoeffer  by Eric Metaxas page108) Bonhoeffer taught his students in a very practical way inviting them to the family summer house to spend time together.  ‘Bonhoeffer , pastor, marthyr, prophet, spy’ book tells us (page 129-130): ‘One hiking trip, Bonhoeffer made them (his students) meditate on a Bible verse after breakfast. They had to find a place on the grass and sit quietly for an hour and meditate on the verse. Many of them found it difficult....Inge Karding was among them (telling):’ He taught us that the Bible goes directly into your life, (to) where your problems are.’  (extract from the book)
For Bonhoeffer meditating on Bible verses and singing formed integral parts of theological education. Bonhoeffer’s recurring theme of incarnation- that God did not create us to be disembodied sprits, but flesh-and-blood human beings- led him to the idea that the Christian life must be modelled by Jesus. Jesus did not only communicate ideas and concepts and rules and principles for living. He lived. And by living with his disciples, he showed them what life was supposed to look like, what God had intended it to look like. It was not merely intellectual or merely spiritual. It was all these things together; it was something more. Bonhoeffer aimed to model the Christian life for his students.” 
   It had all started some years earlier when Bonhoeffer was visiting America: (on the page 124) quoting from the book: “Somehow Bonhoeffers time in New York, especially his worship at the “negro churches” (black churches), played a part in the change that happened in him. He had heard the gospel preached there and had seen real piety among suffering people. The fiery sermons and the joyous worship and singing had all opened his eyes to something and had changed him. Had he been ‘born again’? What happened is unclear, but the results were obvious. For one thing, he now became a regular church goer for the first time in his life and he took Communion as often as possible.”   (page 110) “the only real piety and power that Bonhoeffer had seen in American churches seemed to be in the churches where there were a present reality and past history of suffering.’ 

 In the black church (page 108)(which Bonhoefer attended )(pastor) “Powell  combined the fire of a revivalist preacher with intellect and social vision...he believed that without both, one had neither, but with both  one had everything and more. When the two were combined, and only then, God came into the equation. Then and only then was life poured out. For the first time Bonhoeffer saw the gospel preached and lived out in obedience to God’s commands.”
The challenge is how to keep Jesus in the middle of my life- so that my life would always be centred on Christ.- and my serving would be fresh and renewed by God given visions.  How to keep near Jesus? Two questions have helped me very much along my pilgrimage; at the end of the day I ask myself these questions:’ What am I happiest about today?’ and ‘What am I  least happy about today?’   Where  the activity is in my life at the moment-there is God!
For me deaconia work has always an aspect of a pioneer work: To see what needs to be done and do it! It is the challenge of the cutting edge! Especially not to lose the edge! Not to become stagnant but keep moving with a loving God where He sees the greatest need which can be, physical, social or spiritual, or all of them!
This is a picture of a Deaconia emblem in Finland, which we carry on our dress. What do you see? 4 hearts, 4 anchors and one cross. The motif for the emblem comes from 1 Cor. 13:13
“ And now these three remain: faith, hope and love. But greatest of these is love.”

4 hearts and 4anchors for the 4 corners of the world to spread the hope and help in God and to tell about His affection and sacrificial love for us. One cross for one faith in one God.

 ‘ This is love: not that we loved God but that He loved us and sent his Son as an atoning sacrifice for our sins.’ 1 John 4:10

 ‘ Now faith is being sure of what we hope for and certain of what we do not see.’ Heb 11:1

‘Therefore, since we have been justified through faith, we have peace with God though our Lord Jesus Christ, through whom we have gained access by faith into this grace in which we stand now. And we rejoice in the hope of the glory of God. Not only so, but we also rejoice in our sufferings, because we know that suffering produces perseverance; perseverance character; and character, hope. And hope does not disappoint us, because God has poured out his love into our hearts by the Holy Spirit, whom he has given us.’ Rom 5:1-5 
Jesus did not differentiate His ministry. He lived and modelled one life where everything co-existed. Jesus fed the hungry, healed the sick, preached the nearness of God’s Kingdom, raised the dead, taught the crowds, and washed His disciples feet!
 I think that we already actually  do quite a lot of deaconia work in our Lutheran Churches without realizing it! For example here in Leeds I see in the life and work of Bishop Emeritus Walter the same wholeness with which he preaches the gospel on Sundays and visits the sick and needy during the week.

However I recognise that sometimes distinctive ministries will be helpful for the sake of clarity and the correct usage of manpower. On the other hand it might be interesting to explore the possibility of overlapping ministries.  

Some time ago I read an article in ’Concordia’, (Concordia 5/2010) which is a Theological magazine in Finland, about the life of early bishops and deacons. This article highlighted the fact that in the church we need proper juridical structures to be appropriately accountable to guarantee the Lord’s work going on consistently. However not to suffocate all the creativity we also need organic charismatic thinking and behaviour to balance things out to guarantee that we listen and discern the Lord’s voice in the life of the church and the congregation. 
To discover our God given gifts to serve Him in the way He has planned for us  in a place which He sees as good for each one of us in our Lutheran Church. I would suggest that we could do a short practical exercise during the lunch break. Some time ago we had a training day for the staff in Leeds Universities Chaplaincy and were asked to place ourselves on a chart displaying; on the north section of the chart: law & obedience to rules. On the south: understanding.  On the west : realistic & pragmatic tendencies.  On the east: vision and inspiration. One should draw only one line; like a clock pointer from the centre for the direction which shows the tendencies that are most prevalent in me at the moment. Collecting a summary of these pointes we will see more clearly where we are as a community and church family.
I very much liked this exercise as it shows that when we have a good variety of different people with different God given gifts our Team works the best when we appreciate the way God has called us and gifted us to form His body here on earth. Also it highlights to me that someone else doing deaconia work would maybe emphasise other aspects than those  I feel are important. Because of the character God has given me I like new challenges and enjoy pioneer work. Someone else might emphasise other aspects in Deaconia work.
To explore more about how other new minority Lutheran Churches see the Deaconia Ministry I would like to suggest to the Synod that we would invite someone who has good experience on this topic to make a presentation or even a whole training day for us. 

For example Deaconess Anneli Konni from Finland, who is my former teacher from Lahti Deaconia Institute and my former colleague from Thailand. She was the head of a newly established  Deaconia Department in the Lutheran Church in Thailand and taught deaconia in the Theological Institute in Bangkok. She also started different deaconia projects in the country as well as helping to shape the congregational deaconia work. I feel she could give us some important insight that we are now pondering how to proceed in the Lutheran Church in Great Britain regarding deaconia matters. She is also a personal friend of Marja-Liisa Morgan.
Finally I just want to thank St Luke’s Lutheran Church and the whole Lutheran Church in Great Britain for calling me to God’s work in these isles and supporting my work financially and through prayers.

 Some questions for reflection:
1. Would it be good to form a deaconia committee to advance diaconal matters in LCIGB-congregations and enhance congregational deaconia work and training?

2. Would it be good to suggest for each congregation to appoint a person who is interested in diaconal matters to be a deaconia link person between possible deaconia committee  and the congregation for support, encouragement and training?

3. Would it be possible to include some training about deaconia matters for future LCIGB pastor candidates program?

4. Would it be possible to include deaconia matters for ministerium meetings?

5. Would it be good to organise a seminar/training day for all who are interested in deaconia work in LCIGB? 

6.  Any other comments or ideas?
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